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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

“Increasingly, educational researchers and policy analysts agree that the 

organizational design and culture of schools can either enhance or hinder 

their effectiveness” (Hawley & Rollie, 2002, p. vii). 

Introduction 

Our nation’s schools are facing greater challenges every year. These challenges 

range from staggering dropout rates, greater accountability with the No Child Left 

Behind legislation, teacher shortages due to retirement, novice teachers leaving the 

profession within the first five years, alternative certification program candidates being 

ill-prepared to assume leadership of a classroom, math and science teachers in great 

demand, and a need for qualified superintendent and principal leadership due to 

retirement and fewer candidates aspiring to take the role (NCLB; Wood, 2005; Wynn et 

al. 2007; Xiaofu & Qiwen, 2007; Grayson & Alvarez, 2007; MacNeil et al., 2007). With 

the demands of teaching, higher standards, closing the achievement gap, greater diversity 

in our schools, how does one address these issues while creating and maintaining good 

schools for our nation’s children?  

Educational researchers point to examining, studying, and nurturing a school’s 

culture as a way to deal with the dilemmas our nation’s public schools face. MacNeil et 

al. (2009) suggested that “Organizational theorists have long reported that paying 

attention to culture as the most important action that a leader can perform” (p.73).  

Peterson (2002) wrote “When a school has a positive school culture, one finds 

meaningful staff development, successful curricular reform, and the effective use of 
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student performance data.  In these cultures, staff and student learning thrive.  In contrast, 

a school with a negative or toxic culture that does not value professional learning, resists 

change, or devalues staff development, hinders success” (p.10). Deal and Peterson (2009) 

suggested that the culture of an organization plays a critical role in determining its 

excellence.  Barth (2001) reminded us that knowing and understanding the culture of a 

school is the key ingredient for student and teacher success.  Educational leaders agree 

that schools with healthy cultures thrive. 

According to educational researchers, a school’s culture impacts everything from, 

successful implementation of reform initiatives, student achievement, teacher morale and 

satisfaction, to teacher retention (National School Climate Center, Center for Social and 

Emotional Education, and National Center for Learning and Citizenship at Education 

Commission of the States, 2008).  Deal and Peterson (2009) stated that “Culture fosters 

school effectiveness and productivity; improves collegiality, collaboration, 

communication, and problem solving practices; promotes innovation and school 

improvement practices; builds commitment and kindles motivation; amplifies the energy 

and vitality of school staff, students, and community; and focuses attention on what is 

important and valued” (p. 12-13).  Cohen et al. (2009) suggested that a positive and 

sustained school climate promoted student achievement and the healthy development of 

students. 

Statement of the Problem 

 

Fifteen percent of high schools have been labeled “dropout factories” graduating  

 

less than 50% of their entering freshmen class. Fifteen states produce almost 80% of all  

 

school dropouts. Almost 46% of all teachers who leave the profession in their first five  
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years do so because of a lack of administrative support. Parents are under increased  

 

financial pressure working two or more jobs to feed, clothe, and house their children.  

 

They frequently are unable to visit school or get involved in their children’s education  

 

(Thacker, Bell, & Schargel 2009). These startling statistics portray our nation’s schools in  

 

a negative light. These statistics suggest that the culture and climate of our schools is not  

 

conducive to retaining quality teachers, promoting parental involvement, and more  

 

importantly graduating and preparing students to be productive and contributing citizens  

 

in our society.  Despite these discouraging statistics, many schools have examined their  

 

culture and climate, understood their realities, and have instituted some reforms  

 

to create incremental change; but there is still more work which needs to be done.   

 

McEwan (2009) suggested that “Unfortunately, there are still many educators 

who deep down are not altogether certain that poor, minority, limited-English-proficient, 

and special education students can achieve academic proficiency”(p. 2).  Most educators 

would agree that all students can learn; however, some of the practices and negative 

cultures/climates which are in place in our nation’s schools do not support this idea 

(Thacker, Bell, Schargel, 2009).  Society expects and demands that every school prepare 

all students to be successful, productive, and contributing citizens within our economy. 

The American public expects every school to be a good one. Can every school be good?  

Can every school be effective and make an impact?  These fundamental questions have 

been asked and continued to be raised by the American public and educational 

researchers. 

For more than 40 years, educational researchers have debated the issue of whether 

or not schools make a difference and have a positive impact on student achievement, 
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despite a student’s family background, socioeconomic level, language, culture, and 

ethnicity.  Since the dismal findings of the Coleman Report (Coleman et al., 1966), there 

has been substantial research which has supported the idea that all students can learn at 

high levels and that schools can and do make a difference.   

After the Coleman Report was published, researchers dismissed the argument that 

schools didn’t matter.  To refute this evidence, educational researchers used correlational 

studies to identify five school-wide correlates that differentiated effective schools from 

their ineffective counterparts.  The five correlates were: (1) strong educational leadership 

(principal); (2) high expectations; (3) an emphasis on basic skills; (4) safe and orderly 

climate; and (5) frequent evaluation of student progress on achievement (Brookover, 

Beady, Flood, Schweitzer, & Weisenbaker, 1979; Brookover and Lezotte, 1979; 

Edmonds, 1979a, 1979b; Rutter, Maughan, Mortimore, & Ouston, 1979). 

Correlate number one, strong educational leadership from the principal, was one 

of the correlates that made a difference in good schools.  Serviovanni (2006) reminded us 

that “The quality of schooling is greatly influenced by the principal” (p.190). Barth 

(1990) supported Sergiovanni’s argument and asserted that strong leadership from the 

principal encouraged effective schools.  Leithwood et al. (2004) suggested that leadership 

does make a difference. In fact, successful leadership is critical to school reform and is 

second only to school-related factors in its impact on student learning. Leithwood (2004) 

indicated that troubled schools would not likely be improved without an effective 

principal and that leadership was a vehicle for change. Gonder and Hymes (1994) 

suggested that leadership is a critical factor in shaping and maintaining a positive school 

culture and climate.  
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Purpose of the Study 

 

The purpose of the proposed study is to report the voices of practicing principals 

about good schools and their descriptions of the culture and climate of good schools.  

This study articulates the effective schools research movement after the release of the 

Coleman Report and suggests that understanding, promoting, and nurturing good schools 

and their cultures is an effective way to improve schools as learning organizations. The 

proposed study will focus on the principal responses as they report what constitutes good 

schools and how they describe the culture of good schools. 

Significance of the Study 

 This study will add to research most often consumed by those who seek to (a) 

prepare future principals, (b) enter into educational leadership, and (c) support current 

principals.  As previously mentioned, the role of the principal is critical to leading a good 

school and promoting the positive culture of a good school.  Schools with healthy 

climates are instrumental in increasing academic achievement and the retention of quality 

teachers (Gonder & Hymes, 1994; Robinson, 1985). 

 Since leadership is critical to school reform and is second only to school-related 

factors in its impact on student learning, educational leaders must understand the 

importance they play on impacting positive climates and achievement-oriented cultures 

(Leithwood, 2004; Gonder and Hymes, 1994).  School leaders play a critical role in what 

they pay attention to and value as they foster the culture and climate of a school.  Gonder 

and Hymes (1994) write “while strong leadership and vision are important to climate, 

good leadership also facilitates change” (p.9). Lowery (2003) argued that principals play 

a pivotal role in maintaining and changing school culture.   Davis (1989) suggested that 
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“leadership is the hinge upon which school cultures swing” (p. 121).  He further stated 

that in order for school improvement efforts to be successful, strong leadership must 

exist.  Leadership should be distributed among teachers and administrators, but it should 

first begin with the principal.  

 Thacker, Bell, & Schargel (2009) asserted that it is imperative to examine school 

culture and climate.  Since schools experience change which affects students, parents, 

communities, and student learning, the key to effective change is the examination of a 

school’s culture and climate. With a greater number of students being underserved by our 

nation’s schools, a school’s culture should “support student learning, parent, family, and 

community involvement and staff and teacher participation” (p.ivii). 

 Gonder and Hymes (1994) asserted that understanding school culture and climate 

and how they can have an impact on attitudes and behavior is significant to school 

improvement efforts. Paying attention to culture and climate can be instrumental in 

keeping staff morale high and ensuring the effectiveness of a school’s staff.  Ignoring 

both can result in the school leadership and faculty maintaining the status quo. 

Maintaining the status quo can result in toxic cultures which impede student achievement 

and contribute to low morale.  

Research Questions 

 

Research Question One: 

 

How would you describe a good school? 

Research Question Two: 

 

How would you describe the culture of a good school? 
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Definition of Terms 

 

1. Culture- deep patterns of beliefs, traditions, and values that have been formed over a 

school’s history(Deal & Peterson, 2002). 

2. Climate- the values, traditions, language, purpose, unwritten rules, assumptions, 

symbols and artifacts of a school (Deal & Peterson, 2002, pg. 9).  

3. Effective Schools- Schools where all children learn regardless of family background. 

According to Edmonds (1979), the unique characteristics or correlates that are 

prevalent in "effective schools," include the following: 1) strong educational leadership 

(principal); 2) high expectations; 3) an emphasis on basic skills; 4) safe and orderly 

climate; and 5) frequent evaluation of student progress on achievement. 

4. Principal- a person who fulfills the role of the sole campus leader and does not report 

directly or indirectly to any other professional(s) on a school campus. 

Overview of Methodology 

The design of this study will use a combination of traditional survey and cognitive 

interviewing techniques to address a question related to good schools and the culture of 

good schools.  Demographic information about participants’ schools and backgrounds 

were obtained in a standard survey format.  A mixed methods approach will be utilized in 

the study since the traditional survey portion is quantitative and the interview portion 

contains open-ended questions which are associated with qualitative research.  Archived 

data will be utilized in this study.  Participants in this study included school 

administrators (principals) from various school settings in a large metropolitan area. 
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Organization of the Study 

The study will contain five chapters.  Chapter one will include the introduction, 

purpose of the study, problem statement, significance of the study, research questions, 

hypotheses, definition of terms, and overview of the methodology.  Chapter two will 

review the related literature.  The review of literature will include a historical perspective 

of the Equality of Educational Opportunity, also known as the Coleman Report and the 

effective schools movement, school culture and climate, the relationship among culture, 

leadership, and achievement, creating and maintaining good schools with healthy 

climates, academic optimism, and the perceptions of principals.  Chapter three will 

describe the methodology that will be used in the study.  The description will include 

information about participants, research instrument, data collection procedures, statistical 

procedures of treatment of data, and the limitations of the study.  Chapter four will 

present an analysis of the data.  Chapter five will present the findings, summary, 

conclusions, and recommendations for future study. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

What is a good school? How does one define a good school? What are the critical 

attributes of a good school? Do good schools even matter?  In his book entitled The 

Principalship: A Reflective Practice Perspective, Sergiovanni (2006) posed very similar 

questions.  Sergiovanni asked the following questions: “What is a good school? How 

does one know such a school when it is seen? Can goodness be defined? How does one 

determine if a school is doing a good job or not?” (p. 191).  Joan Lipsitz (1983) asked a 

similar question.  Lipsitz (1983) asked “Is your school a good school?” to excellent 

middle schools she studied. Since Sergiovanni asked the above mentioned questions, his 

and others’ research surrounding these questions lends credibility to this researcher 

posing, investigating, and extending the research of Sergiovanni and others as the voices 

of practicing principals are examined. 

Good Schools 

 Parents want good schools for their children.  Sergiovanni (1984) suggested that 

not only do parents want goods schools, but our society expects good schools.  He 

asserted that “Our young need to be cultured, educated citizens able to participate fully in 

society, not just trained workers with limited potential for such participation”(p.6). 

 Sergiovanni (1984) first began to explore the idea of good schools when he 

published his article on “Leadership and Excellence in Schooling” where he advocated 

for excellent schools, not just competent schools.  He wrote that we should expect more 

from our schools than just the premise that students are meeting minimal standards and 
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performing competently.  Excellent schools, according to Sergiovanni (1984), developed 

a love of learning for students, promoted critical thinking and problem solving-skills, 

contained aesthetic appreciation, curiosity, creativity, and interpersonal competence.   

 In this research, Sergiovanni (1984) distinguished between incompetent, 

competent, and excellent schools.  Incompetent schools, which were managed by 

incompetent leaders, were often characterized by low student achievement, inefficiency, 

poor climate, student absenteeism, discipline, isolation from parents, interpersonal 

conflict among staff members, and unproductivity from staff.  Competent schools got the 

job done and prepared students to meet the minimal standards as determined by state 

assessments. Excellent schools exceeded the expectations on state assessments, had 

harder working teachers, and prepared well-rounded students. 

In later research, the question of good schools versus effective schools was raised 

by many educational researchers, educators, parents, and policy makers (Sergiovanni, 

2006; Glickman, 1987; Cowley, 2004; Purkey and Degan, 1984; Shaker, 2004). For 

years, a debate existed among educational researchers as to whether or not the evidence 

of ‘good schools’ or ‘effective schools’ should be examined. The discourse centered on 

which term served as a better indicator of a successful school?  Sergiovanni (2006) wrote 

the terms ‘good’ and ‘effective’ are often used synonymously; however, effectiveness 

dealt with reaching a targeted outcome. He asserted that if a school community 

established and achieved a particular goal, it would be considered to be effective. 

Therefore, an effective school is one in which the minimum passing standards were met 

or exceeded by student groups as measured by achievement tests.  
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According to Sergiovanni (2006), “The problem of determining goodness and 

differentiating it from effectiveness was compounded by the fact that schools often look 

‘effective’, but may not be ‘good’.  Many schools rated in the top group according to 

standards-based assessments are not rated as such because they provide superior teaching, 

have better faculties, or improved educational programs, instead, they are rated highly 

simply because the values of the home are more closely aligned with the values of the 

school” (p. 193).  

Glickman (1987) concurred with Sergiovanni (2006) and suggested that effective 

schools were often assumed to be good schools, but this was not necessarily the case. He 

argued that by not delineating between “goodness” and “effectiveness”, educators were 

placed in a position to not address two central questions. The first question addressed the 

notion of “What is good?” When goodness has been defined, the second question, “How 

do we become effective?” can be addressed. Glickman (1987) argued, “Effective schools 

can be good schools, and good schools must be effective schools- but the two are not 

necessarily the same” (p. 624). 

Purkey and Degan (1984) in their research entitled “Beyond Effective Schools: 

Some First Steps” differentiated between the terms ‘good’ and ‘effective’.  Effective 

schools were defined as schools in which students exceed the minimum expectations on 

standardized assessments which test their basic skills, given their socioeconomic status. 

Good schools, on the other hand, encompassed much more than standardized 

assessments. Good schools not only empowered students to perform well, but teaching 

and learning occurred at high cognitive levels and the social and emotional needs of all of 

its students were met, regardless of socioeconomic status or ability level. 
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So what does a good school look like? When this question is posed, pondered, and 

thoroughly examined, one may receive a variety of answers from a variety of sources 

(Sergiovanni, 2006).  In his book entitled, Good Teachers, Good Schools, Hudson (2009) 

described a good school as one that: is collaborative; is student centered; has a 

commitment to a variety of teaching and learning styles with as much student 

involvement in their own learning  process as possible; has explicit high expectations; has 

shared values and goals; provides an effective learning environment; emphasizes the 

value of positive reinforcement; is itself, always learning; affords students rights and 

responsibilities where all involved are left in no doubt that disrupting the education of 

other students is totally unacceptable; has good and mutually beneficial links with the 

business community; has strong and valued home-school links (pgs. 24-25). 

MacBeath et al. (1985) conducted a study in which they asked all stakeholders to 

identify what a good school entailed. Each stakeholder had a differing opinion about what 

constituted a good school.  Teachers identified good schools as: good communication 

among faculty members; staff development opportunities; positive working environment; 

happy and well-motivated students; and assistance offered to students to help them 

achieve. Parents identified good schools as: inviting and friendly atmosphere; caring 

teachers who communicate well with students; disciplined; additional time spent with 

students; and relationships between parents and teachers. Students identified good 

schools as: students are nice to each other; everyone is treated fairly; friendly 

environment; classroom management, but not too strict; and teachers provided you help 

with things you are not good at. Senior management identified good schools as: students 

are safe; stakeholders work together toward clear objectives; information is disseminated 
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to parents and visitors; consistent application of rules; and student achievement. Support 

staff identified good schools as: having up-to-date resources; clean, warm, and 

comfortable classrooms; credit given to support staff; positive environment; and staff 

development opportunities available to all. Board of governors identified good schools 

as: excellent reputation with local community; strong leadership from administration; 

positive and welcoming environment; students provided assistance to reach full potential; 

and a safe place for teachers and students (MacBeath et al., 1985; Sergiovanni, 2006). 

In his article entitled “The Good School: A Quality Check-list”, Cowley (2004) 

described a good school as schools with a very public mission, the knowledge to succeed, 

rich communication with its families, and measurable performance and succeeds with its 

mission. 

Purkey and Degan (1984) described thirteen characteristics of good schools based on 

their research. They posited that a good school may not have all thirteen characteristics, 

but that good schools possessed the majority of them. They described good schools as 

schools with: site-based management; strong leadership; high degree of staff stability; 

curriculum articulation and organization; school-wide staff development; parental and 

community involvement; school-wide recognition of academic success; maximized 

learning time; district support; collaborative planning and collegial support; sense of 

community; clear goals and high expectations that are commonly shared; and a school 

with order and discipline. 

The characteristics of a good school are thereby dependent upon their sources. Good 

schools mean a variety of things to different people.  The central themes emerging from 

the research surrounding good schools encompassed strong instructional leadership, 
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academic achievement, a positive and culture and climate, shared mission, vision and 

values, collegiality, and continuous learning.  These traits were evident in schools which 

not only impacted student achievement, but were also instrumental in meeting the social, 

emotional, and academic needs of students. 

A Historical Perspective: The Coleman Report 

The Equality of Educational Opportunity Study (EEOS) (Coleman et. al., 1966), 

also widely known as the “Coleman Study” or “Coleman Report” was initiated by the 

United States Department of Health, Education, and Welfare in 1964 to assess the 

disparities of educational opportunities at all levels in public schools for students of 

different race, religion, and national origin.  The survey was conducted in response to 

provisions of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.  The Coleman Report utilized a social survey 

as an instrument to affect national policy making. The Office of Education set out to 

document the “lack of availability of equal educational opportunities”.  The study placed 

an emphasis on the inequality of school facilities to examine the theory that educational 

facilities determined a student’s educational achievement.  

The Coleman Report (1966) was headed by James S. Coleman, an outside 

consultant, and professor at Johns Hopkins University. Coleman had major 

responsibilities for the design, administration, and analysis of the data. The National 

Center for Educational Statistics was responsible for operation of the study.  The 

Educational Testing Service (ETS) of Princeton, New Jersey, implemented the field 

work, coded the raw data to magnetic tape, and created the study documentation.   

 The Coleman Report consisted of test scores from first, third, sixth, ninth, and 

twelfth grade students and questionnaire responses from teachers and principals.  Data 
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were obtained from a national sample of schools in the United States. Data on students 

included age, gender, race, ethnic identity, and socioeconomic background, attitudes 

toward learning, education, and career goals, and racial attitudes. Scores on teacher-

administered standardized academic tests were also included.  Data on teachers and 

principals included academic discipline, assessment of verbal facility, salary, education 

and teaching experience, and attitudes toward race. Questionnaires were prepared by the 

National Center for Educational Statistics. 

Results 

Segregation in the Public Schools 

Coleman et al. (1966) found that the majority of American children attended 

schools which were largely segregated.  Among minority groups, African-American 

students were the most segregated. Considering all students, Anglo students were the 

most segregated. The majority of Anglo students (almost 80 percent) attended schools 

which were 90 to 100 percent white.  For African-American students, segregation was 

nearly complete in the South. In the South, most students attended schools which were 

100 percent Anglo or African-American.  Similar patterns existed for teachers of Anglo 

and African-American students as well.  Nationally, the average African-American 

student attended a school in which 65 percent of the teachers were African-American, 

while the average Anglo student attended a school in which 97 percent of the teachers 

were Anglo. The Coleman Report (1966) concluded that American public education 

remained largely unequal in most regions of the country.  
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Schools and their Characteristics 

The school environment as measured by this survey contained the following elements: 

facilities, peers, programs and curriculum, and principals and teachers. Anglo students 

were more likely to attend schools with lower teacher-to-student ratios (1:29), while 

minority students attended schools with slightly higher ratios (1:30-33).  In non-

metropolitan regions (North, West, and Southwest), this pattern was reversed with 

African-American students having a smaller teacher-to-student ratio than Anglo students. 

At the secondary level, Anglos had a lower ratio than African-American students, except 

for Native-American students. Nationally, African-American students had less access to 

facilities which seemed related most to academic achievement (science and language 

labs, fewer books in libraries, and limited availability of textbooks).  Minority students 

were also found to have less access to extracurricular and curricular programs.  

Secondary African-American students were found to attend schools which were less 

likely to be regionally accredited.   

Minority students were less likely to have access to college preparatory and 

accelerated programs.  Intelligence testing was not likely to take place in minority 

attended schools. The average African-American student attended schools where a 

greater percentage of teachers appeared to be somewhat less able as measured by 

indicators of teacher quality (types of colleges attended, years of experience, salary, 

educational level of mother, and score on a 30-word vocabulary test). One percent of 

Anglo students attended schools with an African-American principal, whereas, 56 percent 

of African-American students attended school with an African-American principal. 

African-American students, on average, had fewer classmates whose mothers graduated 
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from high school; had classmates were more frequently members of large rather than 

small families; enrolled less in a college preparatory curriculum, and had taken a smaller 

number of courses in English, math, foreign language, and science.   

Achievement in Public Schools 

 The average minority student score, except for Asian-American students, were 

lower than the average Anglo student.  Minority students’ scores were one standard 

deviation below the majority students’ scores at first grade.  At the 12
th

 grade, results in 

verbal and non-verbal skills were significantly below the majority than are the 1
st
 graders.  

Student achievement data indicated that as minority students matriculated through grade 

levels, grade level gaps continued to increase. Achievements gaps were progressively 

greater for minority students at higher grade levels.  For most minority groups, especially 

African-American students, achievement data showed that they fell farther behind the 

Anglo majority in several skills which were essential to making a living and becoming a 

productive member of society.  These results also indicated that schools provided very 

few opportunities for students to overcome these challenges. 

Relation of Achievement to School Characteristics 

The analysis of this data attempted to explain the relationship that a school’s 

characteristics had on the achievement of majority and minority groups.  The first finding 

indicated that schools were similar in the effect they had on achievement of their students 

when the socioeconomic background of the students is taken into account. When 

socioeconomic factors were significantly controlled, differences between schools account 

for only a small fraction of differences in achievement.  Schools did differ in the degree 

of impact they had on racial and ethnic groups.  Anglo students’ achievement was less 
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affected by the strength or weakness of the school’s facilities, curriculum, and teachers 

than on the average minority’s students.  The conclusion was drawn that improving the 

school quality will make the most difference in achievement for disadvantaged students.  

 The second finding addressed the question of what factors in the school are most 

important for impacting achievement.  Variations in the facilities and curriculums of 

schools accounted for relatively little variation in student achievement as measured by 

standardized tests.  For Anglo students, the variations made the least difference, but the 

difference was greater for minority students.  The quality of teachers showed a stronger 

relationship to student achievement.  At higher grades, the relationship was much 

stronger.  Finally, a student’s achievement was found to be strongly related to the 

educational backgrounds and aspirations of the other students in the school.  The 

composition of the student bodies was found to have a strong relationship to the 

achievement of African-American and other minority students.  

 The most frequently cited conclusion from the Coleman Report (1966) indicated 

that school funding and even teaching itself had little impact on student achievement.  

Coleman (1966) suggested that family background, social class, school location, 

urbanicity, and peer influence made a difference in student achievement.  These variables 

were more impactful on student achievement than any other school-related variables.  

These dismal conclusions sparked the effective schools movement which determined to 

prove that school variables did indeed impact student achievement (Davis & Thomas, 

1989). 

 

 



19 

 

Effective Schools Research 

The notion of good schools dated back to the effective schools movement. Effective 

school research originated with the Coleman Report (1966). Coleman had argued that a 

student’s educational attainment was related to his or her own family’s background, but 

also less strongly to the backgrounds of other students in the school. Coleman’s research 

suggested that “The inequalities imposed on children by their home, neighborhood, and 

peer environment was carried along to become the inequalities with which they confront 

adult life” (p.325).   

This controversial report led to the debate that schools didn’t matter, only families 

matter.  Effective school researchers sought to counter this argument the schools did not 

have an impact on academic achievement.  These early studies were correlational and 

focused on poor, urban elementary schools, raising a great deal of criticism as to the 

quality of generalizability of Coleman’s research. The effective schools research 

identified five school-wide correlates that distinguished effective schools from ineffective 

schools, regardless of students’ demographics. The correlates included the following: 1.) 

Strong instructional leadership; 2.) High expectations of student achievement; 3.) An 

emphasis on basic skills; 4.) A safe and orderly climate; 5.) Frequent evaluation of 

student progress (Brookover, Beady, Flood, Schweitzer & Weisenbaker, 1979; 

Brookover & Lezotte, 1979; Edmonds, 1979a, 1979b; Rutter, Maughan, Mortimore, & 

Ouston, 1979). 

One of the earliest studies related to the effective schools movement was a study 

conducted by Weber (1971). In response to the Coleman Report, which attempted to 

explain the failure of poor children who came from disadvantaged backgrounds as an 
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excuse for their lack of achievement, Weber (1971) conducted a case study of four inner-

city schools.   

In this study, Weber (1971) identified high achieving schools with the solicitation of 

educators and publishers who nominated schools which were successful with teaching 

reading. Ninety-five schools were originally identified from seven large cities which were 

located in the inner-city, had successful reading programs, and had a willing principal 

who agreed to participate in the study. After a careful examination and selection process, 

four inner-city schools were eligible to be a part of the study.  The four schools had 

successful reading programs, were attended by lower SES students, and had third-grade 

reading scores which were equal to or better than the national average.   

After carefully studying why these schools were successful, Weber (1971) identified 

the following eight characteristics as contributors to the success of their reading 

programs: 1.) Strong leadership; 2.) High expectations; 3.) An atmosphere of order, 

purposefulness, pleasantness, pleasure in learning, and relative quiet; 4.) A strong 

emphasis on reading skill acquisition; 5.) Careful and frequent evaluations of student 

progress; 6.) The use of phonics; 7.) Individualized instruction; and 8.) The use of 

additional reading personnel. 

Weber (1971) identified additional characteristics which were not found to be 

significant: small class size, achievement grouping, and physical facilities. Two years 

later, Weber made a visit to two of the schools, and discovered that one school had 

slightly increased its effectiveness, while another school had regressed and was no longer 

considered to be effective. 
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Weber (1971) had several critics who had differing opinions regarding his research.   

Ronald Edmonds (1979) chose not to use Weber’s final three factors because he indicated 

that current research didn’t support them as much as leadership, atmosphere, assessment, 

and reading emphasis were supported.  Purkey and Smith (1983) and Good and Brophy 

(1985) asserted that Weber should have included comparison groups in his research to 

strengthen the characteristics of effectiveness. Despite several critics, Weber’s research 

helped initiate the effective schools movement and encouraged researchers to study the 

attributes of effective schools (Davis and Thomas, 1989). 

Edmonds (1979;1982) and Lezotte, Edmonds, and Ratner (1974) conducted research 

which contributed to the effective schools movement. These researchers studied students 

who were mainly minority, lower SES, and attended inner-city schools in Detroit, 

Michigan. The research conducted by Edmonds et al. (1974) provided evidence that 

effective schools for poor children existed.  Reading and math scores from the Iowa Test 

of Basic Skills and the Stanford Achievement Test were used to identify 20 inner-city 

schools which scored above or below city averages. Two schools were matched on 

economic, family, and community factors.  One school averaged 4 months above the city 

average in reading and math, while another school averaged almost 3 months below in 

reading and 1.5 months below in math.  These findings suggested that the discrepancy in 

achievement was due to school characteristics and supported the idea of instructional 

effectiveness (Edmonds, 1979; Davis and Thomas, 1989). 

This research was extended when Edmonds (1979) focused on identifying the 

characteristics of successful schools.  Data from the Coleman Report (1966) was re-

analyzed. After controlling for a students’ home family background and home 



22 

 

environment, 55 schools were identified as instructionally effective.  Edmonds (1979) 

reported that some schools were better at teaching some subgroups, but were not as 

successful with teaching others.  He asserted that the difference in measuring whether or 

not a school was effective was not racial, but economic and social.  Edmonds suggested 

that effective schools: (1) have strong instructional leadership; (2) have a climate of high 

expectations for all students; (3) have an atmosphere of structure and orderliness; (4) 

emphasize mastering basic skills over other school activities; (5) channel resources from 

other areas to fulfill primary objectives; (6) frequently monitor student progress. 

Edmonds (1979) concluded that students’ family background did not stifle or cause 

elementary school effectiveness. 

 Edmonds (1979) and Weber’s (1971) research was supported by the U.S. 

Department of Education Report (1986), What Works: Research about Teaching and 

Learning.  This report described a list of characteristics of effective schools as having: 

vigorous instructional leadership; a principal who makes clear, consistent, and fair 

decisions; teachers with high expectations that all their students can and will learn; an 

emphasis on discipline and a safe and orderly environment; instructional practices that 

focus on basic skills and achievement; collegiality among teachers in support of student 

achievement; and frequent review of student progress 

Much of the research on effective schools was analyzed with data from elementary 

schools (Davis and Thomas, 1989); however, Rutter, Maugham, Mortimore, Ouston, and 

Smith (1979) conducted a study in which they examined 12 urban secondary schools for 

four years in London, England. Their study involved analyzing student achievement data, 

attendance, student behavior, employment, and delinquency.  Data was also compiled on 
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their students at age 10 prior to examining the effects of secondary school characteristics 

and practices when the same students were 14.  Rutter et al. (1979) selected 12 schools in 

which they observed classes and coded and recorded activities and behavior of teachers 

and students.  The results of their research confirmed that effective schools did exist and 

the success of these schools could not be attributed to family economic factors or to 

students’ test scores and behavior at age 10.  The following processes and patterns were 

identified in the each London school: (1) a school-wide academic emphasis and high 

expectations for academic success; (2) staff consensus on the goals and values of the 

school; (3) a higher proportion of the school week devoted to academic tasks; (4) the 

establishment of principles and guidelines for student behavior; (5) classroom 

management practices that increase students’ academic engagement; (6) frequent 

rewards, praise, and appreciation; (7) assigning responsibilities for school and personal 

duties to a large proportion of students; (8) providing a clean, comfortable, and pleasant 

working environment; (9) showing concern for individual students’ welfare. Rutter 

(1983) reflected over his research years later and posited that his findings were not just 

correlational, but causative in relationship between school processes and outcomes.  He 

asserted that these factors created a school culture which fostered achievement and 

positive behavior. 

Purkey and Smith (1983) analyzed data from highly effective and highly ineffective 

schools; eight case studies of schools; and six program evaluation studies.  From this 

research, nine organizational and structural variables and four process variables 

contributing to school effectiveness were identified. The organizational and structural 

variables entailed leadership, climate, and time-on-task factors that contributed to 
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effective schooling: (1) school site management; (2) strong instructional leadership by the 

principal; (3) staff stability; (4) planned and purposeful programs;  (5)effective school-

wide staff programs; (6) parent involvement and support; (7) school-wide recognition of 

academic success; (8) maximized learning time; (9) district support for fundamental 

changes and improvements. The process variables were described as the “dynamic of the 

school” and promoted a climate which increased student achievement: (1) collaborative 

planning and good collegial relationships; (2) a school-wide sense of community; (3) 

clear goals and high expectations; (4) better classroom control, order and discipline. 

Mortimore, Sammons, Stoll, Lewis & Ecob (1988) conducted a study in which they 

analyzed the academic and social progress of 2,000 students over four years in England.  

This was one of the first longitudinal studies conducted in response to the criticism of the 

snapshot approach of earlier effective school studies. Mortimore et al. (1988) concluded 

that effective schools possessed: purposeful leadership of the staff; the involvement of the 

deputy head; the involvement of teachers; consistency among teachers; intellectually 

challenging teaching; structured classes; a work-centered environment; limited focus 

within a class session; maximum communication between teachers and students; record 

keeping with regard to student progress; parental involvement; and positive climate. 

Teddle & Stringfield (1993) led The Louisiana School Effectiveness Study which 

was a set of five studies conducted over 12 years at both school and classroom levels in 

elementary settings. Both quantitative and qualitative methodologies were utilized.  The 

following factors were present in the classrooms of effective schools: students’ higher 

time on task; the presentation of more new material; the encouragement of independent 

practice; the possession of high expectations; the use of positive reinforcement; the 
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presence of firm discipline; a friendly ambience; the display of student work; and a 

pleasant classroom appearance. 

Sammons, Thomas, & Mortimore (1997) collected and analyzed seven measures of 

student achievement from 90 secondary schools and nearly 18,000 students in England.  

This qualitative case study examined six schools and 30 subject departments.  Factors 

found to differentiate effective schools from ineffective schools were: high expectations; 

strong academic focus; shared vision and goals; clear leadership by principals and 

department chairs; an effective school management team; consistency in approach; 

quality of teaching; a student-centered approach; and parental involvement and support. 

Reynolds et al. (2002) led the latest effective schools research entitled the 

International School Effectiveness Research Project.  This project encompassed schools 

in nine countries (Australia, Canada, Hong Kong, Republic of Ireland, Netherlands, 

Norway, Taiwan, United Kingdom, and the United States); three levels of effectiveness 

(more effective, typical, and less effective schools); and two levels of socioeconomic 

status (lower SES and middle SES). A longitudinal case study design using mixed-

methods was utilized. Twelve dimensions supported the case studies in each of the 54 

schools in the study: (1) general characteristics of the school day; (2) a day in the life of a 

child in the school, in which a typical student was selected and then followed or 

shadowed by a researcher for an entire day; (3) the teaching style of the teachers; (4) the 

curriculum; (5)the influence of the parents; (6) the principal; (7) school expectations of 

students; (8)school goals; (9) interstaff relations; (10) school resources; (11) relationships 

with local authorities; (12) school image (Reynolds et al., 2002, p. 21). Math achievement 

was selected to be the overall measure of student achievement to eliminate the issues 
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associated with testing both English and non-English-speaking students.  The findings 

from the study provided evidence that students attending more effective schools obtained 

higher scores on an initial standardized test of math achievement than students who 

attended less effective schools.  Students who were low achieving and had learning gaps 

were less likely to impacted by ethnic, educational, and social-class backgrounds of their 

parents when they spent time in effective schools. 

Culture & Climate 

Effective school research answered the question of whether or not schools 

mattered.  The research supported the idea that schools do matter and can make a 

difference.  Schools which were effective with healthy climates and cultures did make a 

difference and impacted student achievement. Culture and climate are important to 

examine because there is a link between healthy climates and good schools. Some 

educational researchers point to examining a school’s culture as a way for dealing with 

the dilemmas our nation’s public schools face. MacNeil et al. (2009) suggested that 

“Organizational theorists have long reported that paying attention to culture is the single 

most important action that a leader can perform” (p.73).   

Peterson (2002) asserted “When a school has a positive school culture, one finds 

meaningful staff development, successful curricular reform, and the effective use of 

student performance data.  In these cultures, staff and student learning thrive.  In contrast, 

a school with a negative or toxic culture that does not value professional learning, resists 

change, or devalues staff development, hinders success” (p.10). Elbot and Fulton (2008) 

reminded us that as educators we tend to focus on teacher education, curriculum, and 

leadership, but it’s the school culture which provides an avenue to nurture the growth and 
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development of both students and teachers.  Elbot and Fulton (2008) suggested “A 

school’s culture- whether vibrant, adaptive, or thriving, or toxic and dying- affects 

everything associated with the school” (p.2). 

What is Culture? 

How does one define school culture? Many practitioners and researchers concur 

that school culture is difficult to define.  Colley (2002) suggested that it is difficult to 

define school culture because it is largely unwritten and informal.  Deal and Peterson 

(1999)  posited that “Culture and ethos have been used to capture the essence of a 

school’s heart and soul, but culture provides a more accurate and correct way to help 

school leaders understand the school’s unwritten rules and tradition, norms, and 

expectations that seem to permeate everything: the way people act, how they dress, what 

they talk about or avoid talking about, whether they seek out colleagues for help or don’t 

and how teachers feel about their work and students” (pgs. 2-3). 

According to some researchers, the notion of culture is not new.  Culture has been 

around and has existed for an extensive period of time.  Deal and Peterson (1999) 

asserted that culture has existed for many years as a means to explain human behavior.  

Anthropologists first used the term culture to explain the differences between various 

tribes, ethnic groups, and societies.   Social scientists later utilized the term to explain 

behavior patterns within organizations. The term “organizational culture” was used to 

describe how corporations and other groups differed from similar organizations in how 

they conducted day-to-day business and made decisions (Gonder & Hymes, 1994).  

Understanding the culture of an organization, can allow one to dig beneath the surface to 
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discover the patterns and unwritten rules for how people relate to one another, how 

decisions are made, and how values are determined. 

One aspect of culture that researchers agree on is that there is no single definition 

that encompasses culture.  Deal and Kennedy (1999) argued that no definition of culture 

is universally accepted as the one best definition.  Some define culture as “the way we do 

things around here”.  Some defined it a shared beliefs and values that closely knit a 

community together (Deal and Kennedy, 1999; Bower, 1966).  Schein (1985) utilized a 

widely recognized definition as “a pattern of basic assumptions- invented, discovered, or 

developed by a given group as it learns to cope with problems… that has worked well 

enough to be considered valid, and therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct 

way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems” (p. 9). 

 Gonder and Hymes (1994) suggested that culture is difficult to define because it 

encompassed several layers. They asserted that culture has three distinct layers: artifacts 

and symbols, values, and basic assumptions.  Artifacts and symbols describe the physical 

and social environment of an organization.  Values are the shared understandings of a 

group which were originally proposed by one individual.  Basic assumptions contain the 

deeply held beliefs about relationships, human nature, and the realities of time and space.  

Gonder and Hymes (1994) argue culture is easy to comprehend when these three 

elements are considered separately.  

 Beckhard (2006) likened the culture of an organization to the personality of an 

individual.  Beckard wrote “Just as individuals have personalities, which are a function of 

both heredity and environment, so organizations have personalities with the same causes” 

(p. 950).  This comparison helps organizations to understand that over time, they have 
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developed deeply embedded characteristics, values, and attitudes which have helped 

shape their culture. 

 Sergiovanni (1999) reminded us that ‘Culture includes values, symbols, beliefs, 

and shared meanings of parents, students, teachers, and others conceived as a group or 

community.  Culture governs what is of worth for this group and how members should 

think, feel, or behave” (p.11).Sergiovanni (1999) asserted that all schools have either a 

“strong or weak, functional or dysfunctional culture”(p.12).  Strong, functional cultures 

are developed by the school leadership and membership. This type of culture serves as a 

compass which helps schools move in a common direction; establishes norms and 

identifies goals; and provides significance and meaning for all stakeholders.  Weak, 

dysfunctional cultures are characterized by a lack of excitement and accomplishment.   

What is Climate? 

The initial discussion of school climate began with Perry (1908) who equated 

climate with school pride. The school pride that Perry (1908) described was evident in a 

school’s spirit by the celebration of athletic events, ceremonial and symbolic traditions, 

and the enthusiasm which existed from various alumni groups. Halpin and Croft (1963) 

continued the discussion of school climate and added further research to this area of 

study.  Their study of climate identified several layers ranging from socioeconomic 

status, parent attitudes, district policies, and location.  Halpin and Croft (1963) examined 

responses from elementary teachers and identified eight dimensions of study. Four 

dimensions were connected to teachers, while the remaining four were connected to 

administration.  
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Just as culture is difficult to define, researchers have a difficult time defining 

climate. Wynn et al. (2007) noted that like culture, climate can be difficult to define with 

accuracy as well.  Climate can be seen as “the enduring characteristics that describe the 

psychological character of a particular school, distinguish it from other schools, and 

influence the behavior of teachers, and students, and is the psychological ‘feel’ that 

teachers and students have for school (Sergiovanni and Starrt, 1993, p. 82). 

Moos (1979) defined school climate as a social atmosphere and divided the 

environment into three categories: relationship (involvement/affiliation), personal 

growth/goal orientation (personal development and self-enhancement), and systems 

maintenance (orderliness of environment, clarity of rules).  Freiberg and Stein (1999) 

described school climate as the unique personality of the school and the unique qualities 

it has that gravitates students and staff to be a part of it.  

Tableman (2004) defined climate as “the physical and psychological aspects of 

the school that provide the preconditions necessary for teaching and learning to take 

place” (p.2).  The National School Climate Center, Center for Social and Emotional 

Education, and National Center for Learning and Citizenship at Education Commission 

of the States (2008) referred to school climate as “the character of school life. It is based 

on patterns of school life experiences and reflects norms, goals, values, interpersonal 

relationships, teaching, learning and leadership practices, and organizational structures 

(p.5). 

Gonder and Hymes (1994) asserted that climate referred to the atmosphere of the 

school.  Climate could be measured in the attitudes of students, faculty, staff, and parents.  

They assert that climate can be either positive or negative, although some aspects of the 
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school can be positive or negative.  “Climate can affect everything from morale, 

satisfaction, and productivity of everyone involved in the organization” (p. 11). 

 Just as culture encompassed three layers, Gonder and Hymes (1994) suggested 

that climate had four dimensions: academic, social, physical, and affective.  The 

academic dimension of culture includes the instructional norms, beliefs, and practices of 

a school, including high expectations, monitoring of student progress, and a safe and 

orderly climate.  The social dimension is influenced by the various types of 

communication between participants in a school, including interactions between students 

and teachers, communication among students, and the opportunity for students to have a 

voice in decisions.  The physical dimension refers to the material and physical aspects of 

a school.  The affective dimension refers to the feelings and attitudes shared by students 

of the school.   

What’s the Relationship between Culture and Climate? 

MacNeil et al. (2009) highlighted that theorists agree that both culture and climate 

overlap one another.  “School culture is associated with the anthropological perspective 

and school climate is associated with the psychological perspective.  Climate deals with 

behavior, while culture encompasses the norms and values of the school” (pgs. 74-75).  

MacNeil et al. (2009) cited research from Hoy and Feldman (1999) which stated that 

“culture (shared norms) and climate (shared perceptions) are conceptually similar, but 

their differences are meaningful because shared perceptions of behavior are more readily 

measured than shared values.  Deal and Peterson (2002) suggested the “climate 

emphasizes the feeling and contemporary tone of the school, the feeling of the 

relationships, and the morale of the place.  Culture best denotes the complex elements of 
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values, traditions, language, and purpose.  It exists in the deeper elements of a school: the 

unwritten rules and assumptions, combination of rituals and traditions, symbols and 

artifacts, and expectations for change” (p. 9).  

Gonder and Hymes (1994) suggested that although climate and culture related to 

the “feel” of the school, they influenced the school organization in different ways.  They 

are both important to contributing to positive student outcomes and academic 

achievement.  Climate and culture differ on their timetable.  Climate reflects what is 

presently happening with an organization, while culture reflects the values, beliefs, and 

norms of a school community which have been developed over time.  

Why Examine Culture and Climate? 

As mentioned before, theorists agree that the single most action that a leader can 

take is to pay attention to a school’s culture (MacNeil et al., 2009; Deal and Peterson, 

1999).Examining a school’s school culture, understanding it, and enhancing it can impact 

a variety of factors that promote the success of any school.  Leithwood et al. (2004) wrote 

“at the school level, evidence is quite strong in identifying, for example school mission 

and goals, culture, and teachers participation in decision making, and relationships with 

parents and wider community as potentially powerful determinants of student learning” 

(p. 13).  Leithwood et al. (2004) also asserted that a school culture which promotes a 

shared sense of community connects students and teachers, engages and motivates 

students to learn, provides stability for families and children who come from 

environments which are often insecure, and often promotes the self-efficacy of students 

who attend challenging schools.  
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School culture can impact the induction process of new teachers. With fifty 

percent of new teachers leaving the profession within the first five years of their career, 

school leaders who serve as a positive promoter of culture within their schools can have 

an effect on new teachers.  Wood (2005) conducted a study which explored the 

principals’ roles in a large, urban, standards-based induction program.  Principals from 

eight high schools, four middle schools, and 42 elementary schools were surveyed.  

Results from the study indicated that principals who had five leadership roles in 

induction: (a) culture builder, (b) instructional leader, (c) coordinator/facilitator of 

mentors, (d) novice teacher recruiter, and (e) novice teacher/retainer.  Principals who 

took an active role in the induction process and served as culture builder, strengthened 

and supported new teachers.  Their actions and interactions created school climates which 

had a positive effect on teachers new to the profession. 

In another study conducted by Wynn et al. (2007) on beginning teachers’ 

perceptions of mentoring, climate, and leadership, a three-year study examined the 

retention of beginning teachers through a professional learning community’s framework.  

During the first year of data collection, 217 first- and second -year teachers in a small 

urban school district were surveyed to assess their perceptions of mentoring, climate, and 

principal leadership.  Results indicated that beginning teachers’ decisions to remain at 

their school site and the district were most strongly associated with school climate and 

principal leadership. 

School culture can have an impact on teacher morale and job satisfaction.  With 

teacher shortages and retirements, school leaders are charged with the responsibility of 

retaining quality teachers.  Xiaofu and Qiwen (2008) conducted a study which 
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investigated and analyzed the relationship between the secondary school organizational 

climate and teacher job satisfaction.  The results indicated that except for interpersonal 

factors, there were significant correlations between the various factors of school climate 

and the different dimensions of teacher job satisfaction.  Regression analysis further 

found significant correlations between school climate and such factors of teacher job 

satisfaction and nature of the job, leadership, salaries, opportunities for advanced studies, 

promotion, and physical conditions. 

Grayson and Alvarez (2007) conducted a study on school climate factors related 

to teacher burnout.  They investigated the components of school climate 

(parent/community relations, administration, student behavioral values) and assessed 

their influence on the core burnout dimensions of emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and feelings of low personal accomplishment.  Results revealed the 

relationship between school climate and burnout was mediated by teacher satisfaction 

levels for both emotional exhaustion and depersonalization dimensions. 

Finally, school culture can impact student achievement.  MacNeil at el. (2009) 

conducted a study to investigate whether school accountability ratings (Exemplary, 

Recognized, and Acceptable) schools earned differed in their school climates.  The 

results indicated that Exemplary schools outperformed Acceptable Schools.  The findings 

suggested that students achieved higher scores on standardized tests in schools with 

positive cultures. Gonder and Hymes (1994) suggested that research found a strong link 

between positive school climate, high staff productivity, and student achievement.  In a 

review of related research they found that climate and culture had a great influence on a 

student’s chance for success.  Fullan (2005) indicated that of the 134 secondary schools 
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which were a part of the 2004 Hay Group study, the “successful schools had a much 

more demanding culture- hunger for improvement, promoting excellence, holding hope 

for every child- while the less successful schools had less of a press for improvement and 

were much more forgiving if results were not forthcoming” (p. 58). 

 As the research points out, school culture can have an impact on a variety of 

factors within in a school.  From morale, job satisfaction, teacher retention/attrition to 

student achievement, culture affects every facet of a school community.  The key to 

improving long lasting success may be due to school leaders examining, fostering, and 

nurturing positive school cultures where shared values, norms, and traditions are 

developed.   

Leadership and Culture/Climate 

 Educational researchers, educators, parents, and students have overwhelmingly 

linked leadership to healthy cultures/climates of good schools. Uychiana and Wolf (2002) 

concluded that principals were the critical players in ensuring an excellent education for 

their students. Principals play a major role in setting an effective and affective course for 

their schools.  Fullan (2002) argued “To accomplish lasting reform, a school needs a 

leader who can create a fundamental transformation in the learning culture and of the 

teaching profession itself” (p. 18).  

 Dr. Vincent Ferrandino (2001), President of the National Association for 

Elementary School Principals (NAESP) advocated for strong leadership and stated, 

“There cannot be first-rate schools without first-rate school leadership” (p. v). Jonathan 

Kozol (2001), educational author, told audience members at the National Association for 
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Elementary School Principals’ Convention in San Diego that a principal represented the 

heart and soul of every public school in America.  

 Robinson (1985) asserted that there was a link between good schools with healthy 

cultures/climates and good principals.  Robinson’s (1985) research suggested that in good 

schools principals were assertive as instructional leaders; were goal and task oriented; 

were well organized and skilled in delegating responsibilities to others; communicated 

high expectations to students as well as staff; defined and communicated school policies 

clearly; were frequently visible in classrooms; were highly visible and available to staff 

and faculty; supported the teaching staff; and create good relationships with parents and 

the community. Hallinger and Heck (1996) determined that successful principals focused 

on shaping healthy cultures/climates by focusing on student learning, school policies, 

academic expectations, school mission, student learning, instruction, academic learning 

time, and the practice of teaching.  

 The Effective Schools Research movement specifically identified the school 

principal as a key component of schools that were able to actualize achievement for 

disadvantage students (Edmonds, 1979).  Boyer (1983) in his work on high schools and 

secondary education in America stated “In schools where achievement was high and 

where there was a clear sense of community, we found invariably that the principal made 

the difference” (p. 219).  There is no mistake that good schools with healthy cultures and 

climates where students experience academic success are led by effective principals. 

Leithwood et al., (2004) stated that the leadership of the school principal is 

second only to the influence of the classroom teachers among factors that impact student 

learning. In the same study they also reported that troubled schools would not likely be 
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improved without an effective principal and that leadership was the catalyst for 

improvement. The research of Hallinger and Heck (1996) and Leithwood and Jantzi 

(2000) (as cited in Leithwood et al., 2004, p.3.) stated that “The total (direct and indirect) 

effects of leadership on student learning account for about 25% of total school effects”. 

The effective leadership of the principal often becomes ineffective due to the countless 

policies and programs that schools implement to improve student achievement. The 

actual work, influence, and behavior of an effective principal become overshadowed by 

the desire for a rapid increase in student achievement. The notion of nurturing a culture 

that supports learning often takes the back seat to the promotion of programming 

designed to garner rapid results.  If the role of the principal is so significant and 

important, what is it about the work, influence, and behavior of the school principal that 

positively impacts learning? 

Hallinger and Heck (1998) suggested that the principal does not directly affect 

student achievement, but rather indirectly effects learning by impacting the climate of the 

school. Current research describes leadership as having an indirect influence through the 

way it influences the school culture (Witziers, Bosker, & Kruger, 2003). Maslowki 

(2001) further stated that a relationship exists between the values and behaviors of the 

principal and school culture and that different school cultures can be identified with 

different consequences for student outcomes. The belief that principals can enhance 

student achievement without positively interacting with teachers and students, no longer 

holds true. MacNeil, Prater, and Busch (2009) defined effective leadership as the ability 

to understand, measure, and shape the culture of the school. Principals who are involved 

in promoting and sustaining a healthy school culture which fosters learning effectively 
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enhance student achievement.  Leithwood et al., (2004), suggested that principals 

positively impact student achievement by focusing on the mission and vision of the 

school, school culture, the participation of teachers in decision making, and the 

relationships with parents and the community. 

A study commissioned by the Wallace Foundation and performed by the Stanford 

Educational Leadership Institute in 2005 suggested that school leaders influence student 

achievement in two important ways.  First, principals influence student achievement by 

influencing stakeholders within the school.  Second, their impact is realized through their 

influence on school processes (Davis, Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, & Meyerson, 2005). 

Similarly, Leithwood et al., 2004, reported three leadership practices where principals 

impacted the learning environment of schools: developing people, setting the direction 

for the school, and redesigning the school. Developing people involves providing the 

support and encouragement that they need to do their jobs as well as models of best 

practices through professional development. Setting the direction for the organization 

includes the development of the shared values of the school which create the culture for 

learning. In addition, principal monitor the impact of the values and the manner in which 

they translate into student achievement. Lastly, principals constantly assess and monitor 

the culture and modify the organizational structures that support learning in the school. 

Cotton (2003) and Marzanno, Waters, and McNulty (2005) identified behaviors 

and responsibilities of school leaders that were statistically related to student 

achievement. A summary of these responsibilities include providing: safe and orderly 

schools, focus, high expectations, visibility, accessibility, supportive culture, 

communication and positive relationships, parent outreach, affirmation, shared leadership 
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and decision making, collaboration, instructional leadership, intellectual stimulation, 

monitoring and feedback, teacher autonomy, professional development, change agent, 

discipline, and role modeling. Marzanno et al., (2005) in their meta-analysis study found 

these behaviors to correlate to student achievement at a .25 level. The importance of the 

school principal cannot be underestimated or ignored as American schools strive to 

improve student achievement and address the needs of students.  

Creating and Maintaining School Culture/Climate 

Harris and Lowery (2003) wrote that culture and climate capture the heart of 

schools.  They posited that “Principals rarely create a new culture for a school, but they 

are key players in maintaining and changing school cultures.  Schein (1992) suggested 

that principals can enhance and maintain positive school cultures/climates embedding the 

following strategies: what they pay attention to and monitor on a regular basis, how they 

react to critical incidents, where they allocate scarce resources, role modeling, how they 

allocate rewards and status, and how they recruit, retain, and work with school personnel.  

 Matthews and Crow (2003) encouraged principals to maintain a successful school 

culture by involving three key groups of stakeholders: internal veterans, internal 

newcomers, and external constituents.  Veteran faculty should be encouraged to maintain 

successful strategies and be reminded by ceremonies stories that reinforce the values of 

the school.  New faculty members maintain a positive culture when they are hired and 

their values and beliefs align with the school’s values and beliefs.  Opportunities should 

be made available to new staff to understand the current norms and values.  External 

constituents are those outside stakeholders who are connected to the school in some way.  

Matthews and Crow (2003) suggested that an action which is detrimental to maintain a 
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healthy culture/climate is for principals not to involve all stakeholders in the 

communication of the school’s values and beliefs and in the planning and implementation 

of school activities.  

 Beckhard (2006) argued “that healthy people can be described in a number of 

ways, from ‘not sick’ to ‘moving toward highest potential’ to having it all together’” (p. 

951).  He uses this analogy to demonstrate that just as healthy people can be described; 

healthy organizations can be described in a similar way.  He describes healthy 

organizations as having a strong sense of purpose, respects customer service, is 

information driven, recognizes innovation and creativity, defines itself as a system, and 

has policies which reflect respect for tensions between work and family demands. 

Academic Optimism  

 Hoy et al. (2006) suggested that schools with a positive culture of academic 

optimism made a significant contribution to student achievement and helped shape school 

norms and behavior expectations of the faculty. Academic optimism encompasses the 

three school properties of academic emphasis, collective efficacy, and faculty trust.  

Academic emphasis is the extent to which schools have a pursuit for academic 

excellence.  Collective efficacy is defined as the belief of the faculty to organize and 

implement instructional strategies and ideas to impact student performance in a positive 

and meaningful way.  Faculty trust involves benevolence, reliability, competence, 

honesty, and openness in parents and students.   

 In this study, Hoy et al. (2006) examined the academic optimism from a diverse 

sample of 96 high schools.  The high schools were diverse in terms of urbanicity and 

SES.  A random sample of teachers from each school provided data on the school’s 
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academic optimism and student achievement scores.  Demographic characteristics were 

obtained from the state department of education. The study confirmed that academic 

optimism was “a strong force for achievement even at the organizational level” (p.440).  

Hoy et al. (2006) wrote that collective efficacy provides teachers with the belief that they 

can enhance student achievement regardless of a student’s educational challenges.  This 

confidence empowers teachers to persist until results are achieved.  Trust between 

teachers and parents allows teachers to take risks, breeds innovation, and fosters 

cooperation.  Academic emphasis promotes a push for academic success which 

empowers students to value hard work, achievement, and getting grades.   

 Hoy et al. (2006) suggested that school leaders build a culture of academic 

optimism by creating conditions in schools where teachers believe they have a positive 

effect on student achievement.  Teachers who don’t have individual or collective 

confidence in their abilities to impact achievement create environments that become “a 

recipe for frustration and stress” (p. 441).  Promoting academic optimism is important 

because “it emphasizes the potential of schools to overcome the power of socioeconomic 

factors that impair student achievement” (p.443). 

Perceptions of Principals 

 Does it really matter what principals think?  Are the perceptions of principals 

really important?  Does it make a difference what practicing principals really pay 

attention to?  Educational researchers would answer with an emphatic yes. The purpose 

of this study was to report the voices practicing principals report about good schools and 

their descriptions of the culture of good schools. 
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 In a study commissioned by the Wallace Foundation and performed by the 

University of Minnesota and The University of Ontario in 2009 suggested that school 

leaders influence student learning in an indirect way, but “the effects of school leadership 

directly influence school and classroom conditions, as well as teachers themselves” (p.5).   

Wahlstrom et al. (2009) set out to study the relationship of leadership on student learning.  

A national sample from nine states, encompassing 43 school districts and 180 schools 

was utilized to provide a variation in size and location.  The data studied and analyzed 

represented the largest of its kind conducted in the United States.  Wahlstrom et al. 

(2009) confirmed several core beliefs of leadership: first, an analysis of all leadership 

sources and practices and their effects on student learning was crucial; second, their 

conclusion from the previous study indicating that “leadership is only second to 

classroom instruction among all school-related factors that contribute to what students 

learn at school”(p.6) was confirmed; third, leadership has two core functions: providing 

direction and exercising influence; and finally, leaders who balance change and stability, 

support teachers to do their best, and they work to improve the effectiveness of their 

organizations.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

 

 

 

 Chapter Three is divided into the following subsections: (1) research questions; 

(2) research design; (3) sample; (4) instrumentation; (5) data collection procedures;  (6) 

reliability and validity; (7) data analysis; and (8) limitations.  

Research Questions 

The purpose of the proposed study is to report the voices of practicing principals 

regarding good schools and their descriptions about the culture of good schools.  The 

following research questions will be addressed: 

Research Question One: 

How would you describe a good school? 

Research Question Two: 

How would you describe the culture of a good school?  

Research Design  

 This study is an integral part of a much larger study of principals in the Gulf 

Coast Region of Southeast Texas conducted by a large urban research university in that 

region. The study will use archival data from the survey of school principals. The purpose 

of the larger study was to enhance the understanding of the principalship by surveying the 

attitudes and perceptions of practicing principals regarding topics associated with their 

day-to-day responsibilities as a campus leader, with the goal of improving their practice 

by developing a full and complete understanding of the issues and challenges they face.  
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The results of this study, along with other related studies, will be used to enhance the 

principal preparation and certification component of the university’s Masters of 

Education in Administration and Supervision program. This study will also add to 

research most often consumed by those who seek to (a) prepare future principals; (b) 

enter into educational leadership; and (c) support current principals.  The role of the 

principal is critical to leading a good school and promoting the positive culture of good 

schools.  The larger research study entails three phases: 

1. Phase 1 – quantitative survey of principals’ attitudes and perceptions about 

their administrative duties, influence, and effectiveness. 

2. Phase 2 – longitudinal study of how principals’ attitudes and perceptions 

change over time. 

3. Phase 3 – development, implementation, and evaluation of a new principal 

development program based upon research from the first two stages 

Principals were surveyed on several topics related to the principalship which 

include good schools and their cultures, school discipline, parental involvement, 

professional development, teacher supervision, and the achievement gap.  This research 

study is part of Phase One of the larger study described above, and it will focus on the 

aspect of principals’ perceptions toward good schools and their cultures from The 

Principal Survey instrument. Phase One of the original research project entails 

quantitative survey research.  The Principal Survey had several sections and sub-sections.  

Some sections consisted of Likert-type items; some questions asked principals to place a 

check mark next to the options provided on the survey; and some sections consisted of 

open-ended questions in which students who served as interviewers and collected the data 
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wrote down their responses. The principals’ descriptions of good schools and their 

cultures section consists of two open-ended questions which lend themselves to 

interpretative analysis associated with qualitative research (Frankel & Wallen, 2009; Yin, 

2003).As a result, a mixed-methods approach will be utilized to conduct this study.   

Mixed-method studies involve the use of both quantitative and qualitative data in 

a single study.  Quantitative data consists of numerical or statistical analysis.  Qualitative 

data consists of in-depth information often in narrative form which is obtained through 

the analysis of written communication (Frankel  & Wallen, 2009). 

Researchers who utilize a mixed-methods approach argue that it provides for a 

more complete and thorough understanding of a research problem than does using a 

quantitative or qualitative approach alone.  Although the mixed-methods approach dates 

back to the 1950s, it has gained notoriety in educational research by having a journal 

devoted to its publication in 2005 (Frankel & Wallen, 2009).   

Educational researchers suggest that there are many strengths associated with a 

mixed-methods approach to studying a research problem.  One strength is that a mixed-

methods approach lends itself to clarifying and explaining relationships between 

variables.  A second strength is that this approach allows the research to explore 

relationships between variables in greater depth.  A final strength is that a mixed-methods 

approach can confirm or cross-validate relationships among variables.   

Sample 

The respondents in the sample included 311 principals.  The majority of the 

schools represented in the sample were represented by principals from public schools.  

The remaining voices represented were principals from 20 private schools and 8 charter 
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schools.  The respondents include both males and females from a variety of ethnicities 

including White, African-American, Hispanic, Asian, and American-Indian.  The ages of 

the principals ranged from under thirty to over sixty-three years of age.  The highest level 

of educational attainment for the vast majority of respondents is a Master’s degree, while 

a few respondents had attained a doctorate degree.  The number of years of service in 

education varies amongst the respondents; the majority of the respondents had worked 

between _ and _ years. A breakdown of the demographics of the respondents can be 

found in Table 3.1. The following ethnic breakdown represented the region’s 

employment of principals 65% Anglo, 19% African-American, 13% Hispanic, and 3% 

other (Region 4 Profile, 2007).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



47 

 

Table 3.1 

Demographics of Principals in the Survey 

Characteristics of Principals: 

 

Gender 

Female         Male 

  183             128 

 

Ethnicity 

White    African-American    Hispanic    Other 

  202                 62                      42             5 

 

Age Range 

≤ 30    31-37    38-45    46-55    56-62     ≥ 63    Unreported 

    4        43         88         105      55           10             1 

Highest Degree Earned 

Bachelor’s    Master’s    Doctorate 

        6              279          26 

 

Years in Education 

0-10     11-15     16-20     21+     Unreported 

  19         64          47       172 9 

 

Years as Principal 

0-5     6-10     11-15    16+     Unreported 

159      72         42       29              9 

 

 

 The Texas Education Agency (TEA) evaluates the performance of individual 

schools and districts by examining the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills 

(TAKS) scores, attendance rates, and completion and dropout rates.  Schools and districts 

receive one of four ratings: Exemplary, Recognized, Academically Acceptable, and 

Academically Unacceptable. The Texas Education Agency (TEA) not only examines test 

scores, attendance rates, and completion/dropout rates for the entire school, but also for 

subgroups within the school setting (i.e., African-American, Economically 



48 

 

Disadvantaged, White, Hispanic, etc.). Schools rated as Exemplary have at least 90% or 

more of its students meeting the standards for each subject, have a 95% completion rate, 

and have a 0.2% dropout rate.  Schools rated as Recognized have 75% or more of its 

students meeting the standards for each subject or meets the 70% floor and required 

improvement criteria, 85% completion rate or 80% floor and required improvement 

criteria, and have a 0.7% dropout rate.  Schools rated as Academically Acceptable have 

65% or more of its students meeting the criteria for Reading/English Language Arts, 

Writing, and Social Studies standards, 45% or more its students meeting Math standards, 

and 40% or more of its students meeting Science standards or meets criteria for required 

improvement, 75% completion rate or meets criteria for required improvement, and has a 

dropout rate of 1.0%.  Principals participating in the survey provided the rating that their 

school received.  The principal self-reports indicated 29 Exemplary (0.09%), 102 

Recognized (33%), 148 Academically Acceptable (48%), and 7 Academically 

Unacceptable (0.02%) schools in the survey. Accountability ratings were not available 

for 25 of the schools represented by principals.  These schools were either private or out-

of-state schools which exempt from the TEA accountability system.  Two schools were 

new campuses which were not rated due to their status, and 3 schools provided 

educational services to special student populations and are exempt from TEA’s 

accountability rating process.  Five principals did not report their school’s accountability 

rating.  The researcher was able to provide this information for the study since 

accountability ratings are provided to the public through the TEA’s website (Texas 

Education Agency, 2010). 
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 Principals participating in the survey are from a diverse setting of schools.  The 

researcher identified high schools as serving students in grades 9-12 and 10-12; high 

schools traditionally serve students in grades 9-12, however, ninth grade centers were 

common in some districts which identified some high schools as serving students in 

grades 10-12.  Middle schools were identified as serving students in grades 5-9; middle 

and junior high schools were categorized as middle schools since junior highs served 

students in grades 7-8 and middle schools served students in grades 6-8. Elementary 

schools were identified as serving students in grades pre-kindergarten through 5
th

 grade.  

The researcher would like to note that students in grades 9 and 5 could fall in either the 

middle or high school category since there is overlap amongst grade levels.  This is due 

to the inconsistent treatment of these grade levels by the individual school districts.  The 

majority of the districts in this study categorized high schools as serving students in 

grades 9
th

 – 12
th

. The majority of the districts in this study categorized elementary 

schools as serving students through 5
th

 grade; however, several districts serviced 5
th

 grade 

students through their middle school systems.  The researcher would like to emphasize 

that the designation of elementary, middle, and high school categories was followed by 

the actual name of the school and the majority of students served.  The 24 mixed-level 

grade designation was from schools which served students from two or more of the 

categories mentioned above.  There were a variety of mixed-level designations, but the 

most common one was a private school which served students in grades pre-kindergarten 

through 8
th

 grade. Table 3.2 contains a breakdown of the demographic information of the 

campuses in the survey.  
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Table 3.2 

 

Demographics of Campuses in the Survey  

 

Characteristics of            

Campuses  

All Elementary Middle High Mixed  

Number of Schools 311 149 64 73 24  

 

Mean number of teachers 73 142 66 46 47  

 

Mean Number of Students 1063 2024 1026 675 66  

 

Location Rural Suburban Urban 

19 149 142 

Mean Percent of Stds   54%  34% 66% 

Receiving F&RL Price 

School Type Public Private Charter 

283 20 8 

Texas Accountability 

Rating* Exemplary Recognized Acceptable Unacceptable Exempt 

  29 102 148 7 25 

      

 

* The 24 schools exempt from TEA reporting are comprised of  private and out-of-state schools 

that are not subject to the Texas accountability system, 2 new Texas public schools that were not 

rated in their first year of operation, and 3 schools serving special student populations that are 

exempt from accountability ratings. Note.Stds=Students & F&RL=Free & Reduced Lunch. 

Instrument 

Instumentation 

The Principal Survey was developed MacNeil after conducting a qualitative study 

involving 200 principals by MacNeil and Kajs (1997).  MacNeil and Kajs (1997) 

identified 5 reported sources which contributed to the frustrations and challenges that 

school principals face during their work life.  This study was instrumental in developing 
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The Principal Survey which was created by using scale development guidelines 

(DeVellis, 2003).  The development process entailed reviewing the MacNeil and Kajs 

(1997) study, generating a pool of items, and determining a measurement format.  The 

Principal Survey was tested for construct validity by analyzing items through an 

exploratory principal axis factor analysis and the alpha reliability program with SPSS 

17.0.  This data reduction method confirmed internal consistency by grouping the original 

items into subsets that included items which are highly correlated with the resulting 

factors.  Cronbach’s Alpha was used to test reliability for the instrument and constructs 

which emerged (Kirkpatrick, 2010). 

 This study focuses on responses of two questions about good schools and the 

culture of good schools from the larger Principal Survey instrument which addressed a 

variety of aspects of the principalship.  The overall survey instrument included 115 items, 

22 of which dealt with the principals’ background and school demographics, 62 were 

Likert-scale items, and 31 were open-ended questions requiring thorough, descriptive 

answers. The two open-ended questions about principals’ perceptions of good schools 

and their culture were designed to encourage respondents to elaborate on their answers. 

For the purposes of this research, respondents were asked to respond to the following set 

of questions: “In this section we are trying to establish how system principals 

conceptualize their notions of what makes a school a ‘good’ school as opposed to a ‘fair 

or poor’ school.  Much of the current educational leadership literature focuses on 

effective schools and more currently how we develop our schools as community.  The 

new non-menclature currently used is ‘good school’.  How would you describe a good 

school?  For our purposes school culture is described as ‘What the school values.’ How 
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would you describe the culture of a good school?” The actual items are included in 

Appendix A.  The use of open-ended items in the Good Schools and Their Cultures 

section of the survey afforded the respondents the opportunity to express their views in as 

much detail as they desired, without being limited to respond to a prearranged list of 

answers (Bradburn, Sudman, & Wansink, 2004). 

 The Principal Survey instrument was initially developed to provide clinical 

experience for students enrolled in the Masters of Education (Educational Leadership) 

program.  The use of open-ended survey/questionnaire provided a standardized 

framework for these students to have meaningful and authentic interaction with 

practicing principals.  A group of principals developed the initial set of topics and 

specific questions that they believed focused on critical areas of the principalship.  After 

one semester, the questions were re-evaluated to converge in on high-focused topics.  

Data Collection Procedures 

This present study is based entirely on the use of archival data from the Principal 

Survey.  While considered part of Phase 1 of the Principal as Successful Leader Project 

(Waxman, 2008), the present study was implemented after the principal surveys and 

cognitive interviews were completed. Therefore, the following discussion of the data 

collection procedures is based on interviews with two university professors who have 

designed the instrument and oversaw the data collection process (Roesler, 2007).   

Since the overall survey instrument was lengthy and multifaceted, the two 

university professors who designed the instrument found it necessary to embed face-to-

face interviews to obtain revealing, enlightening answers to the numerous open-ended 

questions.  School principals are often busy with demanding schedules, which is why 
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mailing out they survey instrument to respondents was not a very practical and realistic 

expectation to have for principals to complete and return the survey.  Additionally, the 

respondent and interviewer needed to be committed to the process so that quality answers 

could be maintained through the end of the survey.  For these reasons, the researchers 

chose to use a cognitive protocol to administer the survey.  The use of cognitive 

interviews was originally developed as a means for piloting new survey instruments and 

identifying potential problems with the wording of questions. The efficacy of the 

approach has extended recently to other applications in survey research (Desimone & 

LeFloch, 2004; Willis, 2005). 

Desimone & LeFloch (2004) write about two specific types of cognitive interview 

techniques in their research: 1) the think-aloud approach; and 2) verbal probing.  The 

think-aloud approach entails the interviewer posing a question to the interviewee, 

followed by the interviewer recording the response in detail.  This technique is most 

useful when evaluating the validity of survey questions in their initial stages of 

development.  The second approach, verbal probing, entails a more interactive discourse 

between the interviewer and respondent.  While using this technique, the interviewer may 

ask follow-up questions to acquire additional details or clarifications about the response 

provided.  There are several advantages to utilizing the cognitive interview technique as 

opposed to the standard survey technique.  One advantage is that the resulting data 

contains the type of insights typically yielded by qualitative case studies and interviews, 

yet still retains the quantitative characteristics of the traditional survey (Desimone & 

LeFloch, 2004; Willis, 2005). A second advantage of the cognitive approach is that it 

addresses the validity and reliability criticism of survey research by allowing the 
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interviewer to confirm that the respondent had a similar understanding of each question’s 

intent and that no major aspects of the item are omitted. Although the cognitive interview 

technique has several advantages, a disadvantage is that it is often time consuming to 

administer. 

This present study utilizes the cognitive interview protocol by having students in 

the university’s Master’s degree program in Educational Leadership administer the 

survey.  One of the classes, a core class required for the M.Ed. and for Texas principal 

certification, was designated to serve as the data-collection vehicle, and the students in 

that class were given the assignment of administering the survey to a minimum of four 

principals.  During class time, students were familiarized with the survey instrument and 

the overall goals of the research study.  Additionally, students were trained in both 

traditional survey and cognitive interview techniques before interviewing principals.  

Students’ grades in the class were based on their satisfactory completion of the required 

number of surveys, which validated the commitment of the students administering the 

survey.  Students had the autonomy of selecting which principals they would choose to 

interview, which afforded students in selecting principals who were employed in the 

same district they worked in.  This added dimension of the study benefited both the 

student and principal.  Students benefited by having a personal and professional 

connection with the principal which helped ensure the commitment of completing the 

survey on the part of the principal.  Principals benefited by allowing this experience to 

serve as a mentoring role in developing a future principal. 
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Reliability and Validity 

 Sample and selection.   One critique of the selection process for participants in 

this study is that there is a risk that the sample may not be representative of the overall 

population.  As mentioned previously, the large urban research university’s status as a 

commuter school and the demographics lessened that risk.  The university has an 

ethnically diverse consortium of graduate students whose employment represents 33 

school districts in a 3-county metropolitan area. The educational service region 

surrounding the university in which the respondents are employed also increased the 

validity of the sample.  The region contains nearly one-fourth of the students in the state 

(1,026,682 of 4,651,516) and is demographically representative of the state as a whole.  

Since the graduate students who served as interviewers had an adequate pool of 

principals to select from, the possibility of obtaining a representative sample of the area 

schools was likely.  Table 3.3 shows a comparison of the region as compared to the state 

(Texas Education Agency [TEA], 2008). 

Table 3.3 

Comparison of Demographics of Region and State 

Demographics             Limited 

Comparison American Hispanic White Native Asian 
Eco. 

Dis. English 

Region 21.5% 44.3% 28% 0.2% 6% 54% 19.6% 

State   14.3% 47.2% 34.8% 0.3% 3.4% 55.3% 16.70% 

Note.Eco. Dis. = Economically Disadvantaged. 

 

 The original survey was administered by graduate students during the course of an 

18-month period.  Two different groups of graduate students administered the survey to 
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principals during that time period.  Since the graduate students had the autonomy to 

select principals that they wanted to interview, the sample produced duplicate principal 

responses.  This occurrence was not only attributed to the autonomy that the graduate 

students had in selecting the principals, but also to the mentoring/professional-

relationship nature of the principals’ participation in the study.  Several duplicate survey 

responses were purged from the dataset used in this study which resulted in the final 

sample of 310 principals.  This phenomenon actually added validity to study.  First, the 

researchers were able to establish test-retest validity of the principals’ duplicate responses 

over multiple survey responses.  Second, since there were a large number of graduate 

students who served as interviewers, it established instrument reliability in capturing the 

views of the respondents independent of those who administered the survey. Although 

minor variations in wording or phrasing were indicated, there was no evidence that the 

principal’s opinion changed from one survey to another.  For duplicate principal 

responses, the first response provided by the principal was preserved in the final dataset.  

All other responses were analyzed for internal consistency, but were purged from the 

final data. 

 Intercoder reliability.  The questions utilized in this research were open-ended 

which afforded participants in the study to elaborate on their responses.  Due to the open-

endedness of questions, this researcher interacted with the data by identifying, 

categorizing, and coding emergent themes from participant responses.  The treatment of 

the data in this fashion allowed the responses to be clustered according to their shared 

themes, which leads to informative perceptions regarding the participants’ collective 

views about good schools and their cultures.  A risk to using this approach is that the 
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coding of the data might be influenced by the researcher’s own biases and opinions rather 

than objectively reflecting on the participants’ views and intent as they responded to each 

question (Gall, 2003).  Since the data collection process took place over an 18-month 

period, the 99 students who served as interviewers safeguarded against this risk.  The 

large number of interviewers and the relative narrow range of responses indicated a high 

degree of reliability. 

 In this particular study, the researcher has been a middle school administrator for 

five years.  Prior to becoming an administrator, the researcher was an elementary and 

intermediate teacher for eight years at several schools working under several 

administrators.  These experiences have the potential for the formation of biases and 

opinions which could distort the perceptions regarding the objectivity in analyzing the 

data.  The researcher was aware of this potential risk, and had to control for any 

unintended bias (Gall, 2003).  To control for bias, the researcher will solicit the assistance 

of two fellow doctoral students who are also involved in the successful leader project.  

The two fellow doctoral students will independently review the data to indentify if 

similar themes emerge from the data.  After confirmation of the emergent themes, the 

agreed upon themes will be named and operationally defined.  To establish consistency 

and accuracy with coding, every 5
th

 response (20%) of the 311 responses was 

independently coded by two additional trained coders.  The percentage of agreement 

between the raters and the researcher was over 87 percent for each category.  

Data Analysis 

 This section describes the methods which were used to analyze the data obtained 

from the survey instrument: 1) descriptive statistics, to determine frequencies, means, and 
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percentages of demographic information; and 2) data coding, to categorize emergent 

themes from the qualitative responses. 

Descriptive Statistics. In order to properly organize demographic information, 

frequencies and percentages will be calculated.   

Data Coding. The qualitative data will be categorized using a coding system to 

identify related responses and other data phenomenon.  A series of two coding methods 

will be used to clarify the data: open coding and axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  

Open coding will be used to identify emerging themes and create conceptual categories 

from the raw data. Axial coding will be used to re-examine conceptual categories, find 

commonalities, and create more distinct categories. 

Generalizability 

 The large sample size of 311 principals with varied demographics and 

characteristics from a wide-span geographic area from the Southeast Texas Region 

promoted generalizability for this study (Gall, 2003). The study, initiated by a large urban 

research university, utilized 99 graduate students who served as interviewers resulting in 

a broad and diverse sample.  Private, charter, and rural schools settings are 

underrepresented in the study which may not promote the generalizability of this study to 

those specified settings.  Despite this underrepresentation of the previously mentioned 

school settings, this study can be generalized to urban and suburban school settings at all 

levels (elementary, middle, and high schools). 

 Limitations 

 The selection process utilized for obtaining principal participation study presented 

selection bias for this researcher.  The sample used in the study was a convenience 
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sample.  This type of sample was not a guaranteed way to ensure that principals as a 

population were representative to the sample. The selection bias for this study was 

controlled by the scope and size of graduate students who served as interviewers.  A total 

of 99 graduate students chose 4 principals to interview for the study.  Since the graduate 

students did not come from a single cohort or did not represent a few districts, the 

selection bias was not likely to be significant. Graduate students represented a variety of 

districts and schools from the region.  The diversity of graduate students helped to 

produce a variety of principals in the sample. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this research study was to gain a better understanding of principal 

descriptions of a good school and the culture of good schools. As stated in Chapter Three, 

the survey used in this study was administered through cognitive interviews and 

purposefully designed with open-ended questions to allow the respondents the most 

freedom possible in their answers and for the most complete and relevant data to be 

collected. Thus, the first step required in the examination of the data was to extract the 

naturally occurring, research-based themes from the responses and to categorize the 

responses. This was accomplished by reviewing each response individually and 

identifying the main theme of the response. Once a list of themes had been created, these 

themes were examined for commonalities and some of the themes were combined. Once 

these naturally occurring themes had been found they were examined for relevance 

within the existing literature. Thus, the diction of the themes is based in the literature. 

The result of this process is that varied, open-ended responses of the principals could be 

categorized into generalized themes for examination. 

Research Question One: How would you describe a good school? 

 The responses from the principals’ explanations of their descriptions of a good 

school were as numerous as the respondents themselves.  For instance, there were six 

categories identified from these responses: (1) a good school has an academic focus; (2) a 

good school is student-centered; (3) a good school provides professional development 

experiences for teachers; (4) a good school has parental and community involvement; (5) 
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a good school has a positive climate;  and (6) a good school has strong leadership.  Due 

to the open-ended nature of the survey item, some respondents provided answers that fell 

into several different categories. 

Table 4.1 describes the frequency of principal responses when the total numbers 

of responses were combined. Furthermore, due to the open-ended nature of the questions, 

principals provided multiple responses.  Principals’ responses formed 6 emergent themes 

that were deemed characteristics of a good school.  There were a total of 603 combined 

responses. Academic Focus was the highest reported category – with 209 (34.7%) 

responses.   Student Centered was the second highest category reported – with 100 

(16.6%) principal responses.  Strong Leadership was the third highest category reported – 

with 99 (16.4%) principal responses.  Positive Climate was the fourth category reported – 

with 91 (15.1%) principal responses.  Parent and Community Involvement was the fifth 

category reported –with73 (12.1%) principal responses.  Lastly, Professional 

Development was the final category reported in 30 (5.0%) principal responses. 
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Table 4.1 

Frequency of Principals' Descriptions of a Good School for Combined Categories 

(N=311) 

Responses f %     

Academic Focus 209 34.7 

Student Centered  100 16.6 

Strong Leadership 99 16.4 

Positive Climate 91 15.1 

Parent & Community Involvement 73 12.1 

Professional Development 30 5.0 

Total 603 100.0     

 

Categories Describing a Good School 

 

 Academic Focus 

 

 There were numerous responses that categorized a good school has an Academic 

Focus.  Examples of the responses that principals provided were: 

“Good schools have outstanding classroom instruction as a defining 

characteristic. This instruction is research based and results in high academic 

achievement.” 

“Students are successful at accomplishing grade level and state goals.” 

“A good school offers a structured curriculum so that each individual student is 

successful in his/her own way.” 

“A good school is one in which the focus is on teaching and learning.” 

“A good school is focused on high academic achievement for all students.” 

“Effective teaching and learning is at the heart of every school.” 

“A good school focuses on learning for all.” 
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“Successful on TAKS, SDAA, and TELPAS.” 

 The common theme in these responses is that an academic focus is an important 

component of a good school.  According to the respondents, the main function of schools 

is to provide an academically enriching experience for all students.  These responses 

assert that an academic focus encompasses focusing on teaching and learning, promoting 

high academic achievement for every student, providing a structured and engaging 

curriculum, and ensuring that students demonstrate success as measured by state 

assessments. 

 Table 4.2 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of males and 

females who identified academic focus as a characteristic of a good school.  130 female 

principals (62.2%) identified academic focus as a characteristic of a good school, while 

only 79 of their male counterparts (37.8%) identified it as a characteristic of a good 

school.  

 

Table 4.2 

 

Academic Focus and Gender (N = 209) 

Gender f 

% of Responses for 

Academic Focus     

Male 79 37.8 

Female 130 62.2 

Total 209 100.0 

 

Table 4.3 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by years as a campus principal. This table provides the frequency and 
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percentage of principals by years of experience as a campus principal that identified 

academic focus as a characteristic of a good school. Principals who ranged from 0-5 

years of experience as a campus principal identified academic focus more frequently than 

their colleagues.  

Table 4.3 

 Academic Focus and Years as Campus Principal (N = 209) 

Years as Principal f 

% of responses for 

Academic Focus     

0-5 108 51.7 

6-10 48 16.6 

11-15 30 14.4 

16+ 15 7.2 

Not reported 8 3.7 

Total 209 100.0     

 

Table 4.4 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level. This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

level principals who identified academic focus as a characteristic of a good school. As 

shown below, 106 principals at elementary level campuses (50.7%) identified academic 

focus as a characteristic of a good school much more frequently than their colleagues at 

other campus levels.  
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Table 4.4 

Academic Focus and Campus Level (N = 209) 

Campus Level f 

% of responses for 

Academic Focus     

Elementary 106 50.7 

Middle 38 18.2 

High 49 23.4 

Mixed Level  16 7.7 

Total 209 100.0 

 

Table 4.5 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

principals by campus rating who identified academic focus as a characteristic of a good 

school. 

Table 4.5 

Academic Focus and Campus Rating (N = 209) 

 

Campus Rating f 

% of responses for 

Academic Focus     

Exemplary 15 34.7 

Recognized 78 37.3 

Acceptable 94 45.0 

Unacceptable 7 3.3 

Exempt 15 7.2 

Total 209 100.0 
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Student-Centered 

 

 There were numerous responses that categorized a good school is Student-

Centered.  Examples of the responses that principals provided were: 

“A good school meets the needs of the students.” 

“A good school cares about students.” 

“A good school strives to meet the educational, emotional, and physical needs of 

its students.” 

“A good school does what is best for kids, first and foremost.  The staff is 

committed to making it happen for them.” 

“A good school meets the needs of all kids wherever they are from.” 

“A good school is where students come first.” 

“A good school is a student-centered school.” 

“A good school has high extracurricular student involvement.” 

The common theme in these responses is that a student-centered focus is an 

important component of a good school.  According to the respondents, good schools 

encompass much more than just meeting the academic needs of students.  These 

responses assert that student-centered schools are dedicated to student success by meeting 

the social and emotional needs of students.  These schools provide extra-curricular 

activities for students to belong and have a positive connection with the school, put 

students first, and nurture and care for students.  

Table 4.6 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender. This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

principals by gender that identified student centered as a characteristic of a good school. 
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In this category, 56 female campus principals (56.0%) identified student-centered as a 

characteristic of a good school more frequently than their peers. 

Table 4.6 

Student-Centered and Gender (N = 100) 

Gender f 

% of responses for 

Student Centered     

Male 44 44.0 

Female 56 56.0 

Total 100 100.0 

 

Table 4.7 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by the number of years as principal. This table provides the frequency and 

percentage of campus principals by number of years as a principal who identified 

student-centered as a characteristic of a good school. The 52 campus principals with 0-5 

years of experience (52.0%) identified student centered as a characteristic of a good 

school more frequently than their peers. 
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Table 4.7 

 Student-Centered and Years as Campus Principal (N = 100) 

Years as Principal f 

% of responses for 

Student Centered Focus     

0-5 52 52.0 

6-10 20 20.0 

11-15 12 12.0 

16+ 12 12.0 

Not reported 4 4.0 

Total 100 100.0     

 

Table 4.8 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level. This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

level principals who identified student centered as a characteristic of a good school. 50 

principal respondents from elementary level campuses (50.0%) identified student-

centered as a characteristic of a good school much more frequently than their colleagues 

at other campus levels.  
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Table 4.8 

Student-Centered and Campus Level (N = 100) 

Campus Level f 

% of responses for 

Student Centered     

Elementary 50 50.0 

Middle 19 19.0 

High 25 25.0 

Mixed Level  6 6.0 

Total 100 100.0 

Table 4.9 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the total frequency and percentage of 

campus principals by campus rating who identified student-centered as a characteristic of 

a good school. 

Table 4.9 

Student Centered and Campus Rating (N = 100) 

 

Campus Rating f 

% of responses for 

Student Centered     

Exemplary 6 6.0 

Recognized 37 37.0 

Acceptable 44 44.0 

Unacceptable 2 2.0 

Exempt 11 11.0 

Total 100 100.0 
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Strong Leadership 

There were numerous responses that categorized a good school has evidence of  

Strong Leadership.  Examples of the responses that principals provided were: 

“Good schools have a leader versus a manager.  The leader has a vision beyond 

one year.” 

“A good school has open communication and effective leadership.” 

“A good school has teachers who will buy into the principal’s vision.” 

“A good school has a good community of teachers.” 

“Good schools constantly assess programs, communicate consistently, and have 

vision, good hiring practices, and a low teacher turnover.” 

“A good school has strong leadership with a strong commitment of 

administrators and teachers. A good school has a clear mission.” 

“Teachers can take risks and have input in decisions in school policy and 

procedures”. 

“Yes, principals should be well trained as education supervisors.” 

The common theme in these responses is that presence of strong leadership was 

an indicator of a good school.  These responses assert that strong leadership entailed 

having open communication, shared-decision making, developing a vision and mission 

for the school, ensuring that the right teachers are hired, promoting risk-taking, and 

constantly assessing and improving educational programs.  

Table 4.10 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender.  This table provides the percentage of campus principals by gender 

that identified strong leadership as a characteristic of a good school. Note that 65 female 
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campus principals (66.0%) identified strong leadership as a characteristic of a good 

school more frequently than their peers.  

Table 4.10 

 Strong Leadership and Gender (N = 99) 

Gender f 

% of responses for 

Strong Leadership     

Male 34 34.0 

Female 65 66.0 

Total 99 100.0 

 

Table 4.11 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by the number of years as principal. This table provides the frequency and 

percentage of campus principals by number of years as a principal who identified strong 

leadership as a characteristic of a good school. Interestingly, 54 of the campus principals 

with 0-5 years of experience (55.0%) identified strong leadership as a characteristic of a 

good school more frequently than their peers. 
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Table 4.11 

 Strong Leadership and Years as Campus Principal (N = 99) 

Years as Principal f 

% of responses for 

Strong Leadership     

0-5 54 55.0 

6-10 20 20.0 

11-15 13 13.0 

16+ 11 11.0 

Not reported 1 1.0 

Total 99 100.0     

 

Table 4.12 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level. This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

principals by campus level who identified strong leadership as a characteristic of a good 

school and the percentage of principals by campus level within this category who 

identified this as a characteristic of a good school.   50 elementary campus principals 

(51.1%) identified strong leadership as a characteristic of a good school more frequently 

than their peers.  
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Table 4.12 

 Strong Leadership and Campus Level (N = 91) 

Campus Level f 

% of responses for 

Strong Leadership     

Elementary 50 51.0 

Middle 21 21.0 

High 17 17.0 

Mixed Level  11 11.0 

Total 99 100.0 

 

Table 4.13 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by Texas Education Agency (TEA) rating of the campus at which the 

responding principal was employed. This table provides the total percentage of campus 

principals by campus level who identified strong leadership as a characteristic of a good 

school and the percentage of principals within this category who identified this as a 

characteristic of a good school.   Interestingly, none of the campus principals who lead 

unacceptable campuses identified strong leadership as a characteristic of a good school 

less frequently than their peers. 
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Table 4.13 

Strong Leadership and Campus Rating (N = 99) 

Campus Rating f 

% of responses for 

Strong Leadership     

Exemplary 15 15.2 

Recognized 34 34.3 

Acceptable 39 39.4 

Unacceptable 0 0 

Exempt 11 11.1 

Total 99 100.0 

 

Positive Climate 

There were numerous responses that categorized a good school promotes a 

Positive Climate.  Examples of the responses that principals provided were: 

“In a good school, safety is a top priority.” 

“A good school has a positive, nurturing climate.” 

“A good school has children who are happy, feel loved, and are safe.” 

“A good school has a good physical property, is clean, and looks nice.” 

“A good school feels good when you walk in—inviting, and welcoming. The 

climate is friendly and safe.” 

“A good school has students, staff, and parents who have pride.” 

“Staff and students want to attend.” 

“A place where people listen to each other and respect each other.” 
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The common theme in these responses is that good schools had a positive climate.  

These responses assert that schools with healthy and positive climates created 

environments where students and teachers were happy, respectful, safe, orderly, inviting, 

and clean.   

Table 4.14 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

principals by gender that identified positive climate as a characteristic of a good. 33 male 

campus principals (36.3%) identified a positive climate as a characteristic of a good 

school less frequently than their female colleagues.  

Table 4.14 

 Positive Climate and Gender (N = 91) 

Gender f 

% of responses for 

Positive Climate     

Male 33 36.3 

Female 58 63.7 

Total 91 100.0 

 

Table 4.15 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by the number of years as principal. This table provides the frequency and 

percentage of campus principals by number of years as a principal who identified positive 

climate as a characteristic of a good school.48 campus principals who had 0-5 years of 

experience (49.4%) identified positive climate as a characteristic of a good school more 

frequently than their peers. 
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Table 4.15 

Positive Climate and Years as Campus Principal (N = 91) 

Years as Principal f 

% of responses for 

Positive Climate     

0-5 45 49.4 

6-10 26 28.6 

11-15 12 13.2 

16+ 8 8.8 

Total 91 100.0     

  

Table 4.16 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level at which the campus principal was employed. This table 

provides the frequency and percentage of campus principals by campus level who 

identified positive climate as a characteristic of a good school. 44 elementary campus 

principals (48.4%) identified positive climate as a characteristic of a good school more 

frequently than their peers. 

Table 4.16 

Positive Climate and Campus Level (N = 91) 

Campus Level f 

% of responses for 

Positive Climate     

Elementary 44 48.4 

Middle 19 20.1 

High 24 26.4 

Mixed Level  4 4.4 

Total 91 100.0 
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Table 4.17 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by Texas Education Agency (TEA) rating at which the campus principal was 

employed. This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus principals by 

campus rating who identified positive climate as a characteristic of a good school. 

Table 4.17 

Positive Climate and Campus Rating (N = 91) 

 

Campus Rating f 

% of responses for 

Positive Climate     

Exemplary 13 14.3 

Recognized 25 27.5 

Acceptable 50 55.0 

Unacceptable 2 2.2 

Exempt 1 1.0 

Total 91 100.0 

 

Parent and Community Involvement 

 

 There were numerous responses that categorized a good school promotes Parent 

and Community Involvement.  Examples of the responses that principals provided were: 

“A good school has teachers working together with parents.” 

“A good school encourages support from parents and the community.” 

“Good schools exist when parents feel welcome.” 

“A good school is one in which all members of the staff work together with the 

families and communities to make sure students are being successful.” 
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“A good school has good parental and community involvement.” 

“A good school realizes that parents are a valuable resource and can be your 

strongest ally or worst adversary.” 

“A good school has an active parent group.” 

“A good school is one with high volumes of parent involvement; Community 

involvement: business partners, parents, teachers, and community working 

together.” 

The common theme in these responses is that parent and community involvement 

is an integral component of a good school.  These responses assert that without the 

involvement of parent and community members, a good school would not exist.  Campus 

principals indicated that parental involvement encompasses working with parent and 

community stakeholders, making parents feel welcome, and acknowledging parents as a 

resource. 

Table 4.18 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender. This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

principals by gender that identified parent and community involvement as a characteristic 

of a good school. Female campus principals identified parent and community 

involvement more frequently than their peers.  
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Table 4.18 

Parent and Community Involvement and Gender (N=73) 

Gender f 

% of responses for Parent and 

Community Involvement     

Male 29 40.0 

Female 44 60.0 

Total 73 100.0 

 

Table 4.19 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by the number of years as principal. This table provides the frequency and 

percentage of campus principals by number of years as a principal who identified parent 

and community involvement as a characteristic of a good school.48 campus principals 

who had 0-5 years of experience (65.6%) identified parent and community involvement 

as a characteristic of a good school more frequently than their peers. 

Table 4.19 

Parent and Community Involvement and Years as Campus Principal (N = 73) 

Years as Principal f 

% of responses for Parent and 

Community Involvement     

0-5 48 65.5 

6-10 9 12.3 

11-15 12 16.4 

16+ 4 5.5 

Total 73 100.0     
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Table 4.20 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category 

was examined by campus level at which the campus principal was employed. This table 

provides the frequency and percentage of campus principals by campus level who 

identified parent and community involvement as a characteristic of a good school. 43 

elementary campus principals (59.0%) identified parent and community involvement as 

a characteristic of a good school more frequently than their peers. 

Table 4.20 

Parent and Community Involvement and Campus Level (N = 73) 

Campus Level f 

% of responses for Parent and 

Community Involvement    

Elementary 106 50.7 

Middle 38 18.2 

High 49 23.4 

Mixed Level  16 7.7 

Total 209 100.0 

 

Table 4.21 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

principals by campus rating who identified parent and community involvement as a 

characteristic of a good school. 
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Table 4.21 

Parent and Community Involvement and Campus Rating (N = 73) 

 

Campus Rating f 

% of responses for Parent and 

Community Involvement     

Exemplary 9 12.3 

Recognized 20 27.3 

Acceptable 38 52.1 

Unacceptable 4 5.5 

Exempt 2 2.7 

Total 73 100.0 

 

Professional Development 

 

 There were numerous responses that categorized a good school provides 

Professional Development experiences.  Examples of the responses that principals 

provided were: 

“A good school has evidence of professional development.” 

“A good school is a professional learning community in which teachers are 

developed as leaders with continuous learning among teachers.” 

“A good school has ongoing teacher professional development.” 

“A good school has students and teachers who are lifelong learners.” 

“A good school is where teachers are ready to learn.” 

“A good school has faculty who are interested in professional growth.” 

“A critical aspect of a good school is meeting the professional development needs 

of the staff.” 
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“A good school is a learning community where students, teachers, and 

administrators are always learning.” 

The common theme in these responses is that professional development 

experiences are an important component of a good school.  These responses assert that 

good schools provide opportunities for teachers and campus leaders to grow and develop 

professionally.  Lifelong learning is not just important for students, but it is an important 

feature for teachers as well.  Campus principals indicated that professional development 

entailed continuous learning and improvement for all staff. Schools which provide 

professional development experiences for teachers allocate time, resources, and funding 

to ensure that this is a priority. 

Table 4.22 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender. This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

principals by gender that identified professional development as a characteristic of a good 

school.  

Table 4.22 

Professional Development and Gender (N = 30) 

Gender f 

% of responses for 

Professional Development      

Male 11 36.7 

Female 19 63.3 

Total 30 100.0 
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Table 4.23 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by the number of years as principal. This table provides the frequency and 

percentage of campus principals by number of years as a principal who identified 

professional development as a characteristic of a good school.18 campus principals who 

had 0-5 years of experience (60.0%) identified professional development as a 

characteristic of a good school more frequently than their peers. 

Table 4.23 

 Professional Development and Years as Campus Principal (N = 30) 

Years as Principal f 

% of responses for 

Professional Development     

0-5 18 60.0 

6-10 4 13.3 

11-15 3 10.0 

16+ 5 16.7 

Total 30 100.0     

 

Table 4.24 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level at which the campus principal was employed. This table 

provides the frequency and percentage of campus principals by campus level who 

identified professional development as a characteristic of a good school. 21 elementary 

campus principals (70.0%) identified professional development as a characteristic of a 

good school more frequently than their peers. 
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Table 4.24 

Professional Development and Campus Level (N = 30) 

Campus Level f 

% of Responses for 

Professional Development     

Elementary 21 70.0 

Middle 6 20.0 

High 1 3.3 

Mixed Level  2 6.7 

Total 30 100.0 

 

Table 4.25 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

principals by campus rating who identified professional development as a characteristic 

of a good school. 

Table 4.25 

Professional Development and Campus Rating (N = 30) 

 

Campus Rating f 

% of responses for 

Professional Development     

Exemplary 3 10.0 

Recognized 6 20.0 

Acceptable 19 63.3 

Unacceptable 1 3.3 

Exempt 1 3.3 

Total 30 100.0 
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Research Question Two: How would you describe the culture of a good school? 

 The responses from the principals explaining their description of a good school 

were as numerous as the respondents themselves. It should be noted that the responses to 

the second research question were very similar to the responses from research question 

one which resulted in the same emergent themes. There were six emergent themes 

identified from these responses: (1) a good school has an academic focus; (2) a good 

school is student-centered; (3) a good school provides professional development 

experiences for teachers; (4) a good school has parental and community involvement; (5) 

a good school has a positive climate;  and (6) a good school has strong leadership.  The 

responses that did not fit into the six themes were categorized under “Other”.  

Furthermore, due to the open-ended nature of the survey item, some respondents 

provided answers which fell into several categories. 

Table 4.26 describes the frequency of principal responses when the total numbers 

of responses were combined for research question two. Due to the open-ended nature of 

the questions, principals provided multiple responses.  Principals identified 6 categories 

as characteristics of a good school for a total number of 445 combined responses. In 156 

(35.1%) of the responses, principals reported Academic Focus as a characteristic of a 

good school.  In 89 (20%) of the total responses, principals reported Student Centered as 

the second highest category of characteristics of a good school.  Positive Climate was the 

third highest category reported in 93 (20.8%) of the principal responses.  Strong 

Leadership was the fourth category reported in 68 (15.2%)of the principal responses.  

Parent and Community Involvement was the fifth category reported in 29 (6.5%) of the 
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principal responses.  Lastly, Professional Development was the final category reported in 

6 (1.3%) of the principal responses. 

Table 4.26 

 

 Frequency of Principals' Descriptions of a Good School for Combined Categories 

(N=445) 

Responses n %     

Academic Focus 156 35.1 

Positive Climate 93 20.8 

Student Centered 89 20.0 

Strong Leadership 68 15.2 

Parent & Community Involvement 29 6.5 

Professional Development 6 1.3 

Other 4 0.08     

Total 445 100.0     

 

Categories Describing the Culture of a Good School 

 Academic Focus 

There were numerous responses that categorized a good school has an Academic 

Focus.  Examples of the responses that principals provided were: 

“Good schools value student learning. They make sure learning is what student 

needs to learn.” 

“Every child learning every day.” 

“The culture of a good school is centered on positive learning experiences for all 

members.” 

“There is a high level of collaboration amongst and between all members.” 
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“I think that the culture of the school should value hard work on the part of the 

teachers and the students.  Students can tell when a teacher is working hard for 

them and then they will work hard for their teacher.” 

“I would describe the culture of a good school as one having strong academic 

emphasis, a staff fostering collegiality and having high expectations for students’ 

success.” 

“The culture of a good school focuses on what kids know, how do we know if they 

know, and what will we do if they don't know?  All effective school strategies.” 

“The culture is one which supports teaching and learning.” 

The common theme in these responses is that the culture of a good school had an 

academic focus.  These responses assert that having an academic focus entailed focusing 

on teaching and learning, collegiality among teachers, ensuring that students are learning 

at high cognitive levels, and having overall high expectations.   

Table 4.27 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of males and 

females who identified academic focus as a characteristic of a good school.  82 female 

principals (52.6%) identified academic focus as a characteristic of a good school more 

frequently than their male counterparts.  
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Table 4.27 

 

Academic Focus and Gender (N = 156) 

Gender f 

% of responses for 

Academic Focus     

Male 74 47.4 

Female 82 52.6 

Total 156 100.0 

 

Table 4.28 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by years as a campus principal.  This table provides the frequency and 

percentage of campus principals by years of experience that identified academic focus as 

a characteristic of a good school.  77 Campus principals with 0-5 years of experience 

(49.3%) identified academic focus as a characteristic of a good school more frequently 

than their colleagues.  

Table 4.28 

 Academic Focus and Years as Campus Principal (N = 156) 

Years as Principal f 

% of responses for 

Academic Focus     

0-5 77 49.9 

6-10 36 23.1 

11-15 25 16.1 

16+ 12 7.7 

Not reported 6 3.8 

Total 156 100.0     
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Table 4.29 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level. This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

level principals who identified academic focus as a characteristic of a good school. 

Principals at elementary level campuses (64, 41.0%) identified academic focus as a 

characteristic of a good school much more frequently than their colleagues at other 

campus levels.  

Table 4.29 

Academic Focus and Campus Level (N = 156) 

Campus Level f 

% of Responses 

for Academic 

Focus     

Elementary 64 41.0 

Middle 34 21.8 

High 48 30.8 

Mixed Level  10 6.4 

Total 156 100.0 

 

Table 4.30 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

principals by campus rating who identified academic focus as a characteristic of a good 

school. 
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Table 4.30 

Academic Focus and Campus Rating (N = 156) 

 

Campus Rating f 

% of responses for 

Academic Focus     

Exemplary 18 11.5 

Recognized 55 35.3 

Acceptable 73 46.8 

Unacceptable 2 1.3 

Exempt 8 5.1 

Total 156 100.0 

 

Positive Climate 

There were numerous responses that categorized the culture of a good school has 

a Positive Climate.  Examples of the responses that principals provided were: 

“Positive climate; everyone wants to be there and has a positive attitude.” 

“The culture of a good school is one in which children feel safe and attend 

regularly.” 

“The culture of a good school is when you when you walk in and the atmosphere I 

sconducive to learning.  The students and teachers are happy.  Can feel the spirit 

from all the stakeholders.” 

“The culture of a good school is apparent when you walk in the school.  It is 

apparent when you are greeted in the front office, whether or not the school is 

clean and well-maintained, and the mannerisms of the students.” 
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“The parents and students feel welcome.” 

“Teachers and students must respect each other at all times.” 

“The culture of our school is the environment we provide for our faculty, parents, 

staff, and students.  It is the tone of our school and what is valued by everyone.  

Our culture has established high morale and the teachers feel good about it.” 

“Students and teachers are happy.” 

The common theme in these responses is that the culture of a good school 

subsequently promotes a positive school climate.  These responses assert that a positive 

climate is a central characteristic describing a good school.  A positive climate entails the 

feeling that one receives as they enter the school environment; the feelings associated 

with the physical appearance of the campus; whether or not students feel safe; and 

whether or not happy students, teachers, and parents engage in an environment which 

promotes respect and civility. 

Table 4.31 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

principals by gender that identified positive climate as a characteristic of a good. 29 male 

campus principals (31.0 %) identified a positive climate as a characteristic of a good 

school less frequently than their female colleagues.  
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Table 4.31 

 Positive Climate and Gender (N = 93) 

Gender f 

% of responses for 

Positive Climate     

Male 29 31.0 

Female 64 69.0 

Total 93 100.0 

 

Table 4.32 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by the number of years as principal. This table provides the frequency and 

percentage of campus principals by number of years as a principal who identified positive 

climate as a characteristic of a good school.  50 of the campus principals with 0-5 years 

of experience (53.8%) identified positive climate as a characteristic of a good school 

more frequently than their peers. 

Table 4.32 

 Positive Climate and Years as Campus Principal (N = 93) 

Years as Principal f 

% of responses for 

Positive Climate     

0-5 50 53.8 

6-10 17 19.0 

11-15 15 16.2 

16+ 9 9.0 

Not reported 2 2.0 

Total 93 100.0     
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Table 4.33 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level at which the campus principal was employed. This table 

provides the frequency and percentage of campus principals by campus level who 

identified positive climate as a characteristic of a good school. 41 elementary campus 

principals (44.1 %) identified positive climate as a characteristic of a good school more 

frequently than their peers. 

Table 4.33 

Positive Climate and Campus Level (N = 93) 

Campus Level f 

% of Responses 

for Positive 

Climate     

Elementary 41 44.1 

Middle 24 25.8 

High 21 22.6 

Mixed Level  7 7.5 

Total 93 100.0 

Table 4.34 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by the Texas Education Agency (TEA) rating at which the campus principal 

was employed. This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus principals by 

campus rating who identified positive climate as a characteristic of a good school. 
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Table 4.34 

Positive Climate and Campus Rating (N = 93) 

 

Campus Rating f 

% of responses for 

Positive Climate     

Exemplary 8 8.6 

Recognized 34 36.7 

Acceptable 45 48.3 

Unacceptable 1 1.1 

Exempt 5 5.3 

Total 93 100.0 

 

 

Student Centered 

There were numerous responses that categorized the culture of a good school is 

Student-Centered.  Examples of the responses that principals provided were: 

“The culture of a good school cares for the whole child, not just education.” 

“There are multiple opportunities for students to grow and succeed.” 

“The culture of a school is what the school values.  A school should value student 

success.” 

“The culture of a good school must build positive relationships.  Students must be 

connected to the campus in some way. They need to be actively involved in school, 

whether extracurricular or in some other fashion.” 

“Students have ownership in what is happening at the school” 

“Well rounded for the student.  Can’t be all academics, or fine arts, or athletics 

Students have a positive experience.” 



95 

 

“A good school is a school centered on what is best for the children.  The theme 

at our school this year is Our Children Our School Our Success.  Everything we 

do and every decision we make is made with the children in mind.  Sometimes 

what is best for them.” 

“The culture of a good school is one that treats the child as an individual and 

strives to meet their needs at all levels.” 

The common theme in these responses is that the culture of a good school is 

student-centered.  These responses assert that student centered environments provide 

opportunities for students to belong, care for the individual needs of every student, 

promote the success of all students, and promotes the social, emotional, and academic 

needs of all students.   

Table 4.35 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender. This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

principals by gender that identified student-centered as a characteristic of a good school. 

61 female campus principals (68.5%) identified this category as a characteristic of a good 

school more frequently than their peers. 

Table 4.35 

Student-Centered and Gender (N = 89) 

Gender f 

% of Responses for 

Student Centered     

Male 28 31.5 

Female 61 68.5 

Total 100 100.0 
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Table 4.36 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by the number of years as principal. This table provides the frequency and 

percentage of campus principals by number of years as a principal who identified 

student-centered as a characteristic of a good school.41 of the campus principals who had 

0-5 years of experience (46.1%) identified student-centered as a characteristic of a good 

school more frequently than their peers. 

Table 4.36 

 Student Centered and Years as Campus Principal (N = 89) 

Years as Principal f 

% of Responses for 

Student Centered     

0-5 41 46.1 

6-10 25 28.1 

11-15 13 14.6 

16+ 18 20.2 

Not reported 2 2.0 

Total 89 100.0     

 

Table 4.37 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level. This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

level principals who identified student-centered as a characteristic of a good school. 51 

principals at elementary level campuses (57.3%) identified student-centered as a 

characteristic of a good school much more frequently than their colleagues at other 

campus levels.  



97 

 

Table 4.37 

Student-Centered and Campus Level (N = 89) 

Campus Level f 

% of responses for 

Student Centered     

Elementary 51 57.3 

Middle 14 15.7 

High 16 18.0 

Mixed Level  8 9.0 

Total 89 100.0 

Table 4.38 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the total frequency and percentage of 

campus principals by campus rating who identified student-centered as a characteristic of 

a good school. 

Table 4.38 

Student-Centered and Campus Rating (N = 89) 

 

Campus Rating f 

% of Responses for 

Student Centered     

Exemplary 11 12.4 

Recognized 35 39.3 

Acceptable 37 41.6 

Unacceptable 1 1.1 

Exempt 5 5.6 

Total 89 100.0 
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Strong Leadership 

There were numerous responses that categorized the culture of a good school has 

Strong Leadership.  Examples of the responses that principals provided were: 

“The culture of a good school values its teachers.” 

“High expectations modeled by the principal.” 

“The leadership sets the tone for the school climate.” 

“Long term planning is always taking place.” 

“The mission, vision, and value drive the culture.  Policies and practices align 

with the vision.” 

“There should be open communication among all.” 

“Everyone is working toward a common goal.” 

“Open lines of communication, input from all levels, reflective practices, and 

decisions made with what’s best for kids.” 

“There is a shared sense of purpose and values that is consistent and shared 

across staff members.” 

“Strong leadership.” 

The common theme in these responses is that the culture of a good school has 

strong leadership.  Campus principals indicated that the presence of strong leadership was 

an indicator of a good school.  Strong Leadership encompasses having a shared vision, 

mission, and purpose, having open communication, being reflective, involving all 

stakeholders in the decision making processes of the school, and empowering teachers to 

participate in shared leadership. 
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Table 4.39 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

principals by gender that identified strong leadership as a characteristic of a good school. 

Table 4.39 

 Strong Leadership and Gender (N = 68) 

Gender f 

% of Responses for 

Strong Leadership     

Male 31 45.6 

Female 37 54.4 

Total 68 100.0 

 

Table 4.40 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by number of years as principal. This table provides the frequency and 

percentage of campus principals by number of years as a principal who identified strong 

leadership as a characteristic of a good school. Of the campus principals who had 0-5 

years of experience, 32 (47.1 %) identified strong leadership as a characteristic of a good 

school more frequently than their peers. 
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Table 4.40 

 Strong Leadership and Years as Campus Principal (N =68) 

Years as Principal f 

% of Responses for 

Strong Leadership     

0-5 32 47.1 

6-10 13 19.2 

11-15 9 13.2 

16+ 10 14.7 

Not reported 4 5.8 

Total 68 100.0     

 

Table 4.41 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level. This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

principals by campus level who identified strong leadership as a characteristic of a good 

school and the percentage of principals by campus level within this category who 

identified this as a characteristic of a good school.   33 of the elementary campus 

principals (48.5 %) identified strong leadership as a characteristic of a good school more 

frequently than their peers.  

Table 4.41 

 Strong Leadership and Campus Level (N = 68) 

Campus Level f 

% of responses for 

Strong Leadership     

Elementary 33 48.5 

Middle 15 22.1 

High 15 22.1 

Mixed Level  5 7.3 

Total 68 100.0 
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Table 4.42 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by the Texas Education Agency (TEA) rating of the campus in which the 

responding principal was employed. This table provides the frequency and percentage of 

campus principals by campus level who identified strong leadership as a characteristic of 

a good school and the percentage of principals within this category who identified this as 

a characteristic of a good school.    

Table 4.42 

Strong Leadership and Campus Rating (N = 68) 

Campus Rating f 

% of Responses for 

Strong Leadership     

Exemplary 3 4.4 

Recognized 26 38.2 

Acceptable 29 42.7 

Unacceptable 1 1.5 

Exempt 9 13.2 

Total 68 100.0 

 

Parent and Community Involvement 

There were numerous responses that categorized the culture of a good school 

promotes Parent and Community Involvement.  Examples of the responses that principals 

provided were: 

“Building relationship with the community and businesses in the area is 

important.” 
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“The culture of a good school is where families and communities are welcome.” 

“Parental involvement is encouraged.” 

“The culture of a good school would value students, parents, and the community 

and where they come from.” 

“The culture of a good school has an active parent group.” 

“The culture of a good school is establishing good human relations with the 

community and parents.” 

“Our school puts students first, and works closely with our community as an 

educational partner in the success of children.” 

“One that values all stakeholders, students, parents, and teachers; encouraging 

them to work toward a common goal.” 

“School is open to the community.” 

The common theme in these responses is that the culture of a good school 

promotes involvement from both parents and the community.  These responses assert that 

parent and community involvement are key players in student success and the success of 

any school.  Campus principals who responded indicated the parent and community 

involvement encompassed opening the school to the community, valuing all campus 

stakeholders, establishing good relations with parent and community members, and 

welcoming parents into the school.. 

Table 4.43 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by gender. This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

principals by gender that identified parent and community involvement as a characteristic 

of a good school. 
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Table 4.43 

Parent and Community Involvement and Gender (N = 29) 

Gender f 

% of Responses for Parent and 

Community Involvement     

Male 13 44.8 

Female 16 55.2 

Total 29 100.0 

 

Table 4.44 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by the number of years as principal. This table provides the frequency and 

percentage of campus principals by number of years as a principal who identified parent 

and community involvement as a characteristic of a good school.  21 of the campus 

principals with 0-5 years of experience (72.4%) identified parent and community 

involvement as a characteristic of a good school more frequently than their peers. 

Table 4.44 

 Parent and Community Involvement and Years as Campus Principal (N = 29) 

Years as Principal f 

% of Responses for Parent and 

Community Involvement     

0-5 21 72.4 

6-10 2 7.0 

11-15 1 3.4 

16+ 5 17.2 

Total 73 100.0     
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Table 4.45 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus level at which the campus principal was employed. This table 

provides the frequency and percentage of campus principals by campus level who 

identified parent and community involvement as a characteristic of a good school. 14 of 

the elementary campus principals (48.0%) identified parent and community involvement 

as a characteristic of a good school more frequently than their peers. 

Table 4.45 

Parent and Community Involvement and Campus Level (N = 29) 

Campus Level f 

% of Responses for Parent 

and Community Involvement      

Elementary 14 48.0 

Middle 6 21.0 

High 6 21.0 

Mixed Level  3 10.0 

Total 30 100.0 

 

Table 4.46 displays the pattern of responses that occurred when this category was 

examined by campus rating.  This table provides the frequency and percentage of campus 

principals by campus rating who identified parent and community involvement as a 

characteristic of a good school. Campus principals who lead unacceptable campuses did 

not identify parent and community involvement as a characteristic of a good school. 

 



105 

 

Table 4.46 

Parent and Community Involvement and Campus Rating (N = 29) 

 

Campus Rating f 

% of Responses for Parent and 

Community Involvement      

Exemplary 2 7.0 

Recognized 4 14.0 

Acceptable 21 72.0 

Unacceptable 0 0 

Exempt 2 7.0 

Total 29 100.0 

 

Professional Development 

There were numerous responses that categorized the culture of a good school 

provides Professional Development experiences for teachers.  Examples of the responses 

that principals provided were: 

“Teacher training and development is emphasized.” 

“The culture of a good school is all about continually improving ourselves so that 

we can make better instructional decisions for kids.” 

“Ongoing professional development; we are all lifelong learners.” 

“Adults value learning and promote professional development.” 

“Continual willingness to learn and try new things.” 

The common theme in these responses is that the culture of a good school 

provided professional development opportunities for students.  These responses assert 
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that professional development experiences promoted lifelong learning among teachers, a 

willingness to take risks and implement new ideas and strategies, and ongoing training 

for teachers to enhance their skills as they improve their instructional pedagogy.  The 

researcher chose not to display the frequency data on this category due to the low number 

of responses provided by participants. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 

This particular chapter provides a summary of the various parts of the study as 

well as an understanding and interpretation of the results detailed in Chapter Four. 

Furthermore, this chapter makes connections to the results revealed in the previous 

chapter and their relationship to the existing literature. The following chapter section, 

however, begins with an overview of the purpose and methodology of the study and is 

followed by a discussion of the results. The next sections will discuss the limitations of 

the study and suggestions for future research. Finally, the last portion of this chapter will 

contain summary remarks that cover the work as a whole. 

Overview of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of principals’ 

descriptions about good schools and the culture of good schools. As an extension of this 

purpose, the study also examined how the beliefs of practicing principals regarding good 

schools compare to the existing research base. The study also examined these beliefs to 

determine whether differences existed in relation to the demographics of the campus and 

the principal. This purpose is important because the expectation of this study is that it will 

expand and deepen the research into the principalship. 

The goal of expanding the knowledge base on principals is important. Research 

has established that a strong connection exists between campus leadership and student 
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achievement. In studying this connection, Kenneth Leithwood stated that “school 

leadership is second only to classroom teaching as an influence on pupil learning” 

(Leithwood, et. al., p. 27). The leaders in a school often improve student learning 

indirectly through their shaping of the campus’ culture and climate. By creating a culture 

of high expectations and establishing a clear mission, the school leader can have a strong 

influence on student success (Hallinger and Heck,1998). The leader’s influence on the 

climate also has an effect on the reported self-efficacy of classroom teachers. Numerous 

studies have shown a strong relationship between teacher efficacy and student 

achievement (Ashton & Webb, 1986; Fuskey, 1988). As shown previously in this study, 

leadership has an important and profound effect on an organization.  

This study utilized archival data collected by two professors at a large research 

university. This survey, consisting of 115 items, was administered to 311 

principals around a large metropolitan area. The respondents to this survey included 

principals of varied demographics and schools with all manner of characteristics. The 

information gathered as a part of this survey is especially valuable because the instrument 

utilized was administered using cognitive interview protocols. The value of cognitive 

interviews is that they added the depth and insights of qualitative case studies to the 

characteristics of quantitative surveys (Willis, 2005). 

The data analysis for this study focused on two survey items. These items 

consisted of open-ended questions that allowed the respondents to answer each question 

in length. The responses to these questions were analyzed by the researcher and 

categorized into research-based categories. The primary researcher in this study realized 

that his own anecdotal biases could influence the way data was codified, so a system of 
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inter-coder reliability was eventually employed. The two other coders were also utilized 

to double check the consistency of the implementation of the rating system (Bourdon, 

2001). 

Discussion of Results 

This study presented two research questions intended to study the beliefs of 

principals regarding good schools and their cultures. Each of the research questions was 

aligned with an item from the survey instrument. The survey items asked the principals to 

comment on an item concerning good schools and their cultures. The intent of these 

questions was to gather data to form a better understanding of the beliefs of practicing 

principals, and the research questions were examined for frequencies of responses. The 

pattern of responses by the demographic factors of the respondent and the campus were 

examined for any noteworthy patterns. The purpose of this examination was to determine 

if the results found were indicative of the beliefs of all of the principals, or if there was a 

relationship between outside factors. The following are the research questions examined 

in this study. 

Research Questions 

 The two central research questions used within the present study are as follows: 

1. How would you describe a good school? 

2. How would you describe the culture of a good school? 

Characteristics of a Good School and Culture of Good Schools 

  When the total numbers of responses were combined, 603 total responses were 

tallied. In addition, due to the open-ended nature of this question, respondents provided 
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multiple answers within their responses. The following data reflects the total number of 

multiple responses and percentages that make up these specific categories: Academic 

Focus (209, 34.7%), Student-Centered (100, 16.6%), Professional Development (30, 

5.0%), Parent and Community Involvement (73, 12.1%), Positive Climate (91, 15.1%), 

and Strong Leadership (99, 16.4%).   

 Survey question two asked respondents to describe the culture of a good school.  

The responses identified share a common base in the literature and the responses yielded 

similar categorical themes.  As with question one, question two was also open-ended in 

nature and afforded respondents the opportunity to provide multiple responses.    

  When the total numbers of responses were combined, a total of 445 responses 

were tallied.  Due to the open-ended nature of this question, respondents provided 

multiple answers within their responses. The following data reflects the total number of 

responses and percentages that make up these specific categories: Academic Focus (156, 

35.1%), Student-Centered (89, 20.0%), Professional Development (6, 1.3%), Parent and 

Community Involvement (29, 6.5%), Positive Climate (93, 20.8%), Strong Leadership 

(65, 15.2%), and Other (4, 0.08%).   

 The results from both research questions identified six categories that principals 

indicated were the characteristics of good schools and their cultures.  These categories are 

as follows: (1) Academic Focus, (2) Student-Centered, (3) Professional Development, (4) 

Parent and Community Involvement, (5) Positive Climate, and (6) Strong Leadership.  

Table 5.1 shows a comparison of principal responses for research questions one and two 

when the combined principal responses were examined. 
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Table 5.1 

Comparison of Frequency of Principals' Descriptions of a Good School& Their Cultures 

(N = 603) 

Responses     Q1 f  Percent Q2 f  Percent 

Academic Focus   209  34.7  156  35.1 

Student Centered   100  16.6  89  20.0 

Strong Leadership   99  16.4  68  15.2 

Positive Climate   91  15.1  93  20.8 

Parent & Community Involvement 73  12.1  29  6.5 

Professional Development  30  5.0  6  1.3 

Other     0  0  4  0.08 

Total     603  100.0  445  100.0 

  

A comparison of the frequencies of responses shows that principals unanimously 

agreed that schools that had an academic focus were indicative of good schools and 

described the culture of good schools.  A comparison of research questions one and two 

indicates that a little over one-third of principals thought that an academic focus 

described a good school and the culture a good school.  The number of responses that 

identified positive climate and student-centered as the characteristic of a good school and 

the culture of a good school were fairly consistent for both research questions. Again, a 

noteworthy difference in response rates was the frequency of responses from principals 

who identified professional development and parent and community involvement as a 
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characteristic of a good school.  Both categories had a decline in the response rates.  The 

following chart shows the difference in this identification rate graphically: 

 

 

  

Figure 5.1.Identification of Categories of Principals’ Descriptions of Good Schools and 

Their Cultures by Individual Responses (N = 603) 

 

Figure 5.1 shows a continuum of categories that principals identified as being 

indicators of a good school.  This chart also reveals that academic focus is rated as the top 

category that principals identified as evidence of a good school and the culture of a good 

school.  More specifically, an academic focus was defined by principals as focusing on 

teaching and learning, having an aligned and structured curriculum, having outstanding 

and engaging classroom instruction, enhanced student achievement for all students, and 

ensuring that all students demonstrate success on state and local assessments.  The second 
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two categories that were consistently identified on research questions one and two as 

being indicators of good schools were schools that were student-centered and had a 

positive climate.  A student-centered environment was identified by principals as putting 

students first and foremost, doing what is best for students, meeting the needs of all 

students (i.e., academic, social, and emotional needs) regardless of their background, and 

schools which provide opportunities to connect with caring adults and with 

extracurricular activities.  A positive climate was identified by principals as providing a 

safe and orderly environment, being a place where students and teachers are happy and 

want to be, an environment that is clean and looks nice, an inviting and welcoming place 

for parents and others, an environment which promoted respect, and a place where 

students and teachers have pride. Strong Leadership was also an indicator of a good 

school.  Strong Leadership was not rated as highly as the other categories in question one, 

but the rate of responses increased and surpassed the student-centered and positive 

climate indicators in question two.  According to these perceptions, the academic focus, 

strong leadership, student-centered, and positive climate categories were rated higher 

than professional development and parental and community involvement.   

Categories Describing a Good School 

Academic Focus 

 Principals’ responses from the survey revealed the following as characteristics 

that made up the Academic Focus category: 

• Outstanding classroom instruction 

• Research-based instruction 

• High academic achievement for all students 
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• Students successful at accomplishing grade level and state goals 

• Focus on teaching and learning 

• Students learning every day 

• High collaboration and collegiality among all staff members 

• Strong academic emphasis 

This category is aligned with existing literature related to good schools and school 

culture. Hoy et al. (2006) defined academic emphasis as a school’s pursuit for academic 

excellence. Academic emphasis makes academic success a high priority which promotes 

students valuing hard work, achievement, and the attainment of good grades.  The 

principal responses from the survey revealed that academic focus was consistently the 

highest ranked category for research questions one and two.  

 For research questions one and two, principals identified academic focus more 

often as a characteristic of a good school and the culture of a good school than any other 

category.  A difference in response rates was found between academic focus and gender, 

years as a campus principal, and by campus level.  In regard to research question one, 

female campus principals, principals with 0-5 years of experience, and elementary 

campus principals identified academic focus as a characteristic of a good school more 

frequently than their colleagues. 

Student-Centered 

Principals’ responses from the survey revealed the following as characteristics 

that made up the Student-Centered category: 

• Meets the needs of students 
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• Cares about students 

• Meets the educational, emotional, and physical needs of students; cares for 

the whole child 

• Does what is best for kids 

• Student-centered 

• Provides extracurricular activities to promote student involvement 

• Students come first 

• Builds positive relationships with students 

This category is also aligned with existing literature related to good schools and 

school culture. In Sergiovanni’s (1984) early exploration of good schools, he delineated 

between incompetent, competent, and excellence schools.  He advocated for excellent 

schools, which not only prepared students for state assessments and had hard working 

teachers; in addition, these schools prepared well-rounded students.  Purkey and Degan 

(1984) also advocated for good schools that ultimately met the social and emotional 

needs of all students, regardless of socioeconomic status or ability level.  

In regard to research question one, principals identified Student-Centered as the 

second highest category as a characteristic of a good school for research question one.  A 

difference in response rates was found between student-centered and gender, years as a 

campus principal, campus level.  Female campus principals, principals with 0-5 years of 

experience, and elementary campus principals identified student-centered as a 

characteristic of a good school more frequently than their colleagues. 

In regard to research question two, principals identified student-centered as the 

third highest category as a characteristic of the culture of a good school.  A difference in 
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response rates was found between student-centered and gender, years as a campus 

principal, campus level.  Female campus principals, principals with 0-5 years of 

experience, and elementary campus principals identified student-centered as a 

characteristic of the culture of a good school more frequently than their colleagues. 

Strong Leadership 

Principals’ responses from the survey revealed the following as characteristics 

that made up the Strong Leadership category: 

• Good schools have a leader vs. a manager 

• Leader has a vision and clear mission 

• Open communication 

• Effective leadership 

• Teachers can take risks and have input in decisions 

• Everyone is working toward a common goal 

• High expectations modeled by the principal 

• Strong leadership 

• A good community of teachers 

This category is aligned with existing literature related to good schools and school 

culture.  Walhstrom et al. (2009) suggested that school leaders influence student learning 

in an indirect way, but that their role also influences “the effects of school leadership and 

classroom conditions, as well as teachers themselves” (p. 5). One of the correlates found 

in effective schools was the presence of strong instructional leadership (Brookover & 

Lezotte, 1979; Edmonds, 1979; Rutter, Maughan, Mortimore, & Outson, 1979). 
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In reference to research question one, Strong Leadership was the third highest 

category identified.  A difference in response rates was found between strong leadership 

and gender, years as a campus principal, campus level.  For example, female campus 

principals, principals with 0-5 years of experience, and elementary campus principals 

identified Strong Leadership as a characteristic of a good school more frequently than 

their colleagues.  

In reference to research question two, a difference in response rates was found 

between Strong Leadership and gender, years as a campus principal, campus level.  

Again, female campus principals, principals with 0-5 years of experience, and elementary 

campus principals identified Strong Leadership as a characteristic of a good school more 

frequently than their colleagues.  

Positive Climate 

Principals’ responses from the survey revealed the following as characteristics that 

made up the Positive Climate category: 

• Safety is a top priority 

• Positive, nurturing climate 

• Children feel happy, safe, and loved 

• Good physical property; Property is clean and looks nice 

• School feels good when you walk in; inviting and welcoming 

• Pride 

• Teachers and students respect each other at all times 

• Teachers are happy; high morale 
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This category is aligned with existing literature related to good schools and school 

culture.  Perry (1908) equated climate to school pride.  Gonder and Hymes (1994) 

asserted that climate referred to the atmosphere of the school.  Leithwood et al. (2004) 

suggested that “school culture/climate can be a powerful determinant of student learning” 

(p. 13). 

In relation to question one, principals identified positive climate as the fourth 

highest category for research question 1 and second highest category for research 

question two.  A difference in response rates was found between positive climate and 

gender, years as a campus principal, campus level.  As noted in the trends noted above, 

female campus principals, principals with 0-5 years of experience, and elementary 

campus principals identified positive climate as a characteristic of a good school more 

frequently than their colleagues.  

In relation research question two, a difference in response rates was found 

between positive climate and gender, years as a campus principal, campus level.  Female 

campus principals, principals with 0-5 years of experience, and elementary campus 

principals identified positive climate as a characteristic of the culture of a good school 

more frequently than their colleagues.  

Parent & Community Involvement 

Principals’ responses from the survey revealed the following as characteristics 

that made up the Parent and Community Involvement category: 

• Teachers working together with parents 

• Encourages support from parents and community 

• Parents feel welcome 
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• Evidence of parent and community involvement 

• School realizes that parents are a valuable resource 

• Building relationships with the community and businesses 

• Presence of an active parent group 

• Values all stakeholders (parents, students, and teachers) 

This category is aligned with existing literature related to good schools and school 

culture. Purkey and Smith (1983) analyzed data from highly effective and high 

ineffective schools.  One of the variables that contributed to effective schools was 

parental involvement and support. MacBeath et al. (1985) suggested that good school 

promoted positive relationships between parents and teachers. Hoy et al. (2006) reminded 

us that trusting relationships between parents and teachers allows teachers to take risks, 

breeds innovation, and fosters cooperation. 

In regard to question one, principals identified parent and community 

involvement as the second lowest category for both questions one and two as a 

characteristic of a good school and the culture of a good school. A difference in response 

rates was found between parent and community involvement and gender, years as a 

campus principal, campus level.  Female campus principals, principals with 0-5 years of 

experience, and elementary campus principals identified parent and community 

involvement as a characteristic of a good school and the culture of a good school more 

frequently than their colleagues.  Even though this category is aligned in the existing 

literature, it is concerning that principals responded with such low numbers.  The 

research Epstein et al. (2002) conducted clearly asserts that parent and community 
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involvement is a key factor related to student achievement.  Further research needs to 

explore why this phenomenon exists. 

Professional Development 

Principals’ responses from the survey revealed the following as characteristics that 

made up the Professional Development category: 

• Evidence of professional development 

• Is a professional learning community 

• Teachers are lifelong learners 

• Faculty is interested in professional growth 

• Teacher training and development is emphasized 

• Continually improving to promote better instructional decisions for 

students 

• Willingness to learn and try new things 

• Meets the professional development needs of the staff 

This category is aligned with existing literature related to good schools and school 

culture. Macbeth et al. (1985) studied good schools in which they solicited input from 

various stakeholders to identify what a good entailed. Teachers in this study identified the 

presence of staff development opportunities as an indicator of a good school.  Leithwood 

et al. (2004) reported three leadership practices which impacted the learning environment 

of schools: developing people, setting the direction of the school, and redesigning the 

school.  These three key practices emphasize the importance of professional development 
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opportunities and experiences which aid in supporting teachers to enhance student 

achievement. 

In relation to research question one, principals identified professional 

development as the lowest category for both questions one and two as characteristic of a 

good school and the culture of a good school.  A difference in response rates was found 

between professional development and gender, years as a campus principal, and campus 

level.  Female campus principals, principals with 0-5 years of experience, and elementary 

campus principals identified professional development as a characteristic of the culture of 

a good school more frequently than their colleagues. For research question two, the 

response rate was low so the researcher decided not to show a comparison of data. 

In summary, Academic Focus was the top rated category identified by principals 

as a characteristic of a good school and the culture of a good school.  A difference in 

response rates was found between all six categories and gender, years of experience as a 

campus principal, and by campus level.  Female campus principals, principals with 0-5 

years of experience, and elementary campus principals consistently identified the six 

categories as a characteristic of a good school and the culture of a good school more 

frequently than their colleagues. Professional Development and Parent and Community 

Involvement were consistently ranked as the bottom two categories as characteristics of a 

good school and the culture of a good school.   

Future Research 

There are several areas of future research that would be useful in furthering the 

research begun in this study. First, it is important to note that the findings from this study 

are limited by the sample size.  While the number of participants was both large and 



122 

 

diverse, a more comprehensive study would include a sample from a larger geographic 

area than the single metropolitan area from which this study was drawn.  Completing a 

similar study in a different area would also aide in determining the overall 

generalizability of the study.  

 The data yielded from this study could result in a future study of the comparison 

in the perceptions of assistant principals, teachers, students, and parents regarding the 

characteristics of a good school and their descriptions of the culture of a good school to 

identify similarities and differences in the perceptions of principals, teachers, students 

and parents regarding the topic of good schools and their cultures. 

Conclusions 

 Principals’ perceptions of a good school and the culture of good schools are 

important in determining whether or not schools are successful, thriving learning 

organizations that meet and fulfill their mission and vision.  As mentioned above, 

Maslowki (2001) stated that a relationship exists between the values and behavior of the 

principal and school culture.  Several researchers emphatically agree that leadership is 

only secondary to classroom instruction among all school-related factors that contribute 

to what students learn at school (Leithwood et al. 2004; Wahlstrom et al. 2009).  What 

principals pay attention to, value, believe, what they allocate time, resources, finances, 

and energy all impact the culture of the school.  This study was conducted in order to 

gain a better understanding of principals’ perceptions regarding good schools and their 

descriptions regarding the culture of good schools. This exploration entailed identifying 

what principals believe are the characteristics of good schools.  An interesting result of 

this study was the identification of six themes principals believed are indicators of a good 
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school and describes the culture of good schools.  In addition, these themes were well 

established in the existing research on good and effective schools.  These themes have 

significance because campus principals provide the overall leadership, direction, and 

influence for schools which determine their effectiveness.  These categories can be used 

by principals to understand which specific areas they may need professional growth in as 

they develop the culture of their schools. Additionally, it is important for principal 

preparation programs to prepare aspiring principals with an understanding of the 

importance of these categories so that when they become campus leaders they will be 

better equipped and prepared to shape the culture of their learning organizations.   

 Another notable finding revealed within this study is that the perceptions of 

principals may be similar, yet they are not universal.  Differences were found in the 

responses of principals when examined by gender, campus level, and years of experience 

as a campus principal for all six categories. 

 A third notable finding in this study relates to what the results revealed regard 

items principals are not paying attention to.  Namely, the results indicate that principal 

place a low priority on professional development experiences and parent and community 

involvement as they consider the indicators of a good school.  Principal responses in 

these two categories were consistently low as compared to the other four categories.   

 Lastly, a final notable finding relates to the categorical consistency for both 

research questions one and research question two.  After examining the individual 

principal responses, the researcher analyzed and categorized the six research-based 

categories: (1) Academic Focus, (2) Student-Centered, (3) Professional Development, (4) 

Parent and Community Involvement, (5) Positive Climate, and (6) Strong Leadership. 
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These six research-based categories were the same for both research questions. This data 

reveals that the voices of practicing principals who participated in this research study 

were consistently communicating that good schools are synonymous with strong and 

healthy cultures.  Ultimately, one cannot have a good school without having a good 

culture to foster it.  
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APPENDIX A 

SURVEY INSTRUMENT 
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SECURITY CODE:  

Graduate Student’s Name      

Section A: 

Demographic Information 

The Principal’s name                   

Age in Years: 30 and Under  31-37 38-45 46-55 56-62 Over 63 

Sex: Male Female            Years as a Principal        Years in Education  

Degrees Held:        Bachelors    Masters    Doctorate 

Management Certification    Year      

Institution  

Ethnicity: White/Non-Hispanic    Black/Non-Hispanic     Hispanic   Asian/Pacific 
Islander            

                American Indian/Alaskan Native        Non-Resident/International 

 Major teaching field  
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 Extra-curricular activities directed while a teacher  

 

The School’s name  

Location:  Rural  Suburban  Urban    The Grades in the school 

Number of:  Teachers    Students  

Percentage of students:   White/Non-Hispanic    Black/Non-Hispanic     Hispanic 

                                  Asian/Pacific Islander     American Indian/Alaskan Native    

                                              Non-Resident/International 

Other certificated personnel        Non-certificated personnel  

TAKS Rating:    Exemplary      Recognized     Acceptable      Low performing  

Percentage of students receiving free and reduced Lunch  

Name of School District  

Section B: 

In this section we are trying to establish how principals conceptualize their notions  
of what makes a school a “good” school as opposed to a “fair or poor” school.   

Much of the current educational leadership literature focuses on effective schools and more 
currently  
how we develop our schools as community. The new nomenclature currently used is “good 
school.”   
How would you describe a good school?       
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For our purposes school culture is described as “What the school values.” How would  
you describe the culture of a good school?  

 

Section C 

We are trying to understand the importance of the relationship between the  
principal and the teachers. 

Explain how the relationship between the principal and the teacher important for the school. 

 

Describe what you think are the most critical feature for a successful working relationship  
between teacher and principal. 

 

What do you do to create good relations with your teachers? 
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Do you look out for the personal welfare of your teachers?  If so, how do you do it? 

 

Section D 

In this section we are trying to establish the attitudes beliefs and values that  
principals have with regard to teacher supervision. 

What is the purpose of teacher supervision? 

 

Do our assessment practices (TTAS, PDAS) really work? Do you believe that the process  
achieves the intended outcome? What do you believe are the outcomes? 

 

Do you think that the principal is the best person in the school to do supervision? For  
example is there any value for a principal with no education or experience supervising  
a French language class. 
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When supervising teachers do you report on what you observe or do you consider other  
factors when writing your reports? Explain 

 

   

Section E 

We are trying to establish the understandings that principals have about leadership 

Describe he difference between a “linear” leader contrasted to a critical thinker and  
systematic problem solver?   

 

What do you believe are the most important characteristics of a good leader?  

 

How would you describe yourself as a leader? 
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To what extent do you allow teachers to take risks to make the school better? 

 

To what extent do you believe that teachers should be involved in leadership roles in  
your school? 

 

Section F 

We are trying to establish the understanding and value principals attach to  
the role of parental involvement in their student’s education. 

What do you believe is an appropriate and necessary level of parental involvement in the  
student’s education? Explain. 

  

What do you do to encourage and support parental involvement in their student’s  
education? 
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When a parent asks you to change their student’s teacher how do you react?  
Check one category below 

  
I do so willingly 

  
I do so hesitatingly 

  
I do so begrudgingly 

  
I try my best to discourage it 

  
I resist their efforts to have a 
change 

Explain your answer here: 

 

  

Section G 

In this section we are trying to establish the obstacles frustrations and changes  
principals are most concerned with  

On a scale of 1 to 5 with 5 being most and 1 being least, rate the degree to which  
each of the following presents a feeling of frustration or being discouraged in being  
able to carry out your duties. 

  1 2 3 4 5 

Federal Bureaucracy 
      

State Bureaucracy 
         

School District Bureaucracy 
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Lack of Money 
          

Lack of other resources 
        

Lack of parent involvement in the 
school 

         

Poor Preparation of Teachers 
          

Lack of Teacher Commitment 
          

Poor instruction of teachers 
          

Lack of parental involvement at home 
         

Lack of Student Motivation 
        

Poor basic skills of students 
          

  

On a scale of 1 to 5  with 5 being most and 1 being least rate the degree  
to which each of the following presents a genuine obstacle or restriction that cause  
you the most concern as you try to carry out your duties as principal. 

  1 2 3 4 5 

Federal Bureaucracy 
        

State Bureaucracy 
        

School District Bureaucracy 
        

Lack of Money 
        

Lack of other resources 
          

Lack of parent involvement in the 
school 

         

Poor Preparation of Teachers 
         

Lack of Teacher Commitment 
         

Poor instruction of teachers 
         

Lack of parental involvement at home 
          

Lack of Student Motivation 
         

Poor basic skills of students 
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On a scale of 1 to 5 with 5 being most and 1 being least rate the following for the  
things that you would change to make you more enabled in your role as principal. 

  1 2 3 4 5 

Federal Bureaucracy 
         

State Bureaucracy 
         

School District Bureaucracy 
         

Lack of Money 
         

Lack of other resources 
         

Lack of parent involvement in the 
school 

        

Poor Preparation of Teachers 
         

Lack of Teacher Commitment 
         

Poor instruction of teachers 
       

Lack of parental involvement at home 
        

Lack of Student Motivation 
        

Poor basic skills of students 
     

Section H 

On a scale of 1 to 5 with 5 being most and 1 being least indicate the extent  
to which each of the following represents important knowledge you should have to  
be a successful principal.  

  1 2 3 4 5 

Knowledge of 
people 

         

Curriculum 
        

Law  
          

Fiscal 
         

On a scale of 1 to 5 with 5 being most and 1 being least indicate the extent  
to which each of the following represents important skills you should have  
to be a successful principal.  

  1 2 3 4 5 
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Interpersonal 
          

Communication 
         

Leadership 
          

Management 
          

Technical 
          

On a scale of 1 to 5 with 5 being most and 1 being least indicate the  
extent to which each of the following represents important attributes you  
should have to be a successful principal.  

  1 2 3 4 5 

Positive 
disposition 

     

Visionary 
        

Ethical Values 
          

Good 
Communicator 

          

Organizer  
         

Section I 

We are trying to understand the importance of student behavior in the  
operation of the school 

To what degree is student discipline an important aspect of a good school?  

 

Explain 
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Do you know of teachers who rarely have student discipline problems? 

 Yes    No  

If yes, what is it that those teachers do that results in good student discipline. 

 

Describe what it is that teachers’ do that have poor student discipline. 

 

Do you see a relationship between a teachers' classroom discipline and students'  
academic achievement? 

 

Do you think that schools should teach "virtues" or "character?”   Why or why not?   
Do you have any formal programs in your school that focus on character education? 

 

  

Section J  

There is probably a lot of advice you could give to someone preparing to  
become a school principal but if there was one single piece of advice you  
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could give what would advise.  

 

  

Section K  

How has the influence of high-stakes testing influenced your role as a principal?   
How is it influenced teachers, parents, and students? 

 

  

Section L 

To what extent is the achievement gap a problem in your school?  What efforts have  
you made to reduce achievement differences in school?   

 

  

Section M  

To what extent has technology make a difference in your school?  How has it influenced  
teachers, counselors, and students?  How has it influenced your role as principal? 
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Section N 

Can you think of an example of research-generated knowledge which you found useful in 

some aspect of your job as principal? 

If so please tell me about that knowledge. 

  

All educators need access to new expert knowledge.  What sources of information do you find 
most useful when looking for new professional ideas?  On a scale of 1 to 10 (highest), how 
would you rate each of these types of information sources for the technical knowledge they 
provide: 

a.      Professional meetings of state or national education associations 

        1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10  

b.     Workshops 

        1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10  

c.      Professional Journals concerned with education 

        1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 

d.     Professional Books concerned with education 

        1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 

e.      Professional Bulletins from regional or national information sources 

        1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 

f.       Professional Bulletins from district or state authorities 

        1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 
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g.      Newsletters from professional organizations 

        1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 

h.      University or college courses that you attended for certification or a advanced degree 

        1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 

i.       Internet 

        1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 

j.       Other sources (please explain) 

          

        1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10 

On a scale of 1 to 10 (highest), how would you rate the quality of the educational research 
that you've read over the last year?   

     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10 

What would it take for you to rate it a 10?   

 

Submit

   
Reset
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